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ABSTRACT 
Broken Glass Everywhere: 
 Deconstructing Popular Identities Through Critical Hip Hop Literacy 
Lauren Leigh Kelly 
 In a society consumed by ever-increasing media and technology, it is more 
important now than ever that public schools provide their students with the skills and 
tools necessary to analyze, interpret, deconstruct, and construct popular media images 
and messages. Consequently, it is the role of educators to engage with popular media in 
the classroom, not simply for the sake of student motivation, but for the purpose of 
supporting students in meaningful literacy practices. This study analyzes classroom 
dialogue and students’ written responses throughout a semester-long English elective 
course entitled, “Hip Hop Literature and Culture,” in a public high school in New York. 
This course was designed as a means to engage students in critical media literacy (CML) 
practices. Through this qualitative case study, the researcher sought to better understand 
how students are understanding and responding to the popular media that surrounds them, 
and how academic engagement with such media within a class context impacts their 
understandings of self, youth culture, popular culture and the social structures that 
ultimately impact their lives.  
 The data collected in this study consists of audio recordings of class discussions, 
video recordings of class presentations, and collected student work, including written 
assignments and multi-media assignments. The researcher was also the class instructor 
and designer of the class curriculum. Through an analysis of these documents and 
recordings, she examines how students talk about popular texts in relation to their own 
identities and how discussions of popular media can open up spaces for broader 
discussions of social identity and social change. 
 Throughout the course of the study, the students in the “Hip Hop Literature and 
Culture” class developed critical classroom practices such as note-taking and reading 
songs as texts; these practices led to more complex media analysis and meaningful 
classroom dialogue. The students also showed development of the following critical 
media literacy skills: Analyzing media codes; challenging stereotypes; challenging 
dominant values and ideologies; using media to make sense of social context; using one’s 
own experiences as a lens to understand the media text; examining relationships of 
power; and deconstructing controlling images. Additionally, the students’ participation in 
class discussion regarding Hip Hop texts led to collective meaning-making and critical 
reflection. The students’ narrative writing also reflected their individual development 
over the course of the semester, with many of the students reporting an increased 
understanding of self and society as a result of their engagement with popular texts in 
class.  
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 One day, walking through the hallway of the high school in which I teach, I 
overheard two Black , female students reciting lyrics to a Kendrick Lamar song as they 1
strolled towards class. In unison, they exclaimed, “Goddam I got bitches, damn I got 
bitches/Damn I got bitches, wifey, girlfriend, and mistress,” counting off the latter three 
assets by holding up a finger in the air for each. As an outspoken critical educator, I could 
not help but react. “Ladies,” I said, “should we talk about this?” The girls gave me a 
knowing glance, giggled, and continued on to class. 
 Using Rap Genius, an online catalogue of rap songs that contains user-generated 
annotations and explanations of rap lyrics, I looked up the lyrics to this song, “Backseat 
Freestyle,” by Kendrick Lamar, in hopes that the context of the lines might shed further 
light on the verse that the girls were singing in school. In explanation of the 
aforementioned lyrics, one user wrote, “Between the use of three and religious allusions 
in the previous verse — Wife, Girlfriend, and Mistress become Kendrick’s holy trinity 
(and since his dick has 72 hours, K.Dot has one girl for each day!)” (Rap Genius).  
 A former student of mine explained to me that this particular part of the song is a 
reflection of Kendrick Lamar’s attitude as a younger version of himself, before he 
matured into a self-reflective or “conscious” rapper, and should, therefore, be taken as a 
criticism of the very attitude it projects. I then wondered if the students that I had 
 Throughout this manuscript I capitalize the terms “Black” and “White” when they are used as racial 1
signifiers. Because this is a political decision of mine, I refrain from capitalizing these terms when quoting 
others so as not to impose my own ideologies on their words and ideas. 
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encountered that day in the hallway were aware of this critical reading. If they were 
aware, belting out this particular part of the song, in which females are referred to in a 
manner that could be viewed as disposable or dehumanizing, is certainly a fascinating 
choice. As evidenced in this example, popular media texts are complex, embedded with 
ideological values, and widely disseminated across mass audiences of consumers who 
may or may not be mindful of their participation in the perpetuation of the ideas that they 
are receiving through such texts. 
 While the majority of America’s youth are engaged in popular cultural practices 
through music, videos, and various digital media (Buckingham, 2008), few students have 
a safe, consistent, and critical space in which to reflect on and discuss the messages that 
dominate this media. As a result, young people who tend to shape their perspectives, 
identities, and worldviews based upon popular media often construct identities that are 
limited, marginalizing, and potentially self-destructive. The danger in this is not simply 
that consumers receive ideas based on popular media, but rather that few popular 
alternatives exist when it comes to cultural representations in media (Kellner & Share, 
2007; Rose, 2003). This is especially so for consumers of mainstream Hip Hop music, 
since commercial Hip Hop- that which is most accessible and easily available to the 
public- contains particularly narrow and limited representations of urban communities 
and communities of color (Rose, 2008). Without the space to examine these 
representations and construct new ones, young consumers of popular culture run the risk 
of emulating the very identity representations that exploit and limit them (Kellner & 
Share, 2005). My research attempts to better understand how young people’s identities 
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are influenced by media representations and how critical teaching and learning practices 
can play a role in this process.  
Background and Context: A Brief History of Hip Hop 
What has now come to be known as Hip Hop culture initially emerged in the 
turmoil of the 1970s, as a generational response to the economic and social devastation in 
urban areas of New York (Rose, 1994; Chang, 2005). This culture is founded upon the 
four basic tenets, or elements, of graffiti art, djing, b-boying/b-girling (also known as 
breakdancing), and emceeing . In the vacancy left behind by the end of Civil Rights 2
activism and the Black Power movement, Hip Hop filled the role of leadership, 
organization, pride, and expression within the urban Black community (Chang, 2005). As 
Dimitriadis (2009) writes, “During this period, hip hop emerged against all logic and 
against all odds as the preeminent expressive form for contemporary youth” (p. xxii). 
Thus, Hip Hop was (and has continued to be) a youth-led movement and culture (Morrell, 
2004). Early Hip Hop performance consisted of “community-based 
practices” (Dimitriadis, 2009, p. 1) such as block parties, shows, or gatherings in which 
any or all of the aforementioned Hip Hop practices were performed for or with an 
audience. Some of the most notable recorded songs that characterize this era of Hip Hop 
include “The Message”: “Broken glass everywhere/ People pissing on the stairs, you 
know they just don't care” (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, 1982, track 7) and 
the fourteen minute-long “Rapper’s Delight”: “I said a hip, hop, the hippie-the hippie/To 
 The Universal Zulu Nation also includes “knowledge” or “overstanding” as the 5th element of Hip Hop 2
(Alim, 2002).
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the hip hip-hop, and you don’t stop/The rock it to the bang-bang, boogie say ‘up jump’ 
the boogie to the rhythm of the boogie: the beat” (Sugarhill Gang, 1979, track 6). For the 
most part, rap music during this time reflected rhythmic style, the realities of urban life, 
or the atmosphere of partying.   
“Rapper’s Delight,” one of the first recorded rap songs, marked a significant shift 
in the rap industry and in Hip Hop culture itself, as it commodified what was previously 
only a live event- emceeing (Dimitriadis, 2009), and made rap a consumer-driven product 
in a way that graffiti, b-boying/b-girling, and turntablism  could not match (Chang, 3
2005). Hip Hop music as a “mass-disseminated popular art form”(Dimitriadis, 2009, p. 
21) had gained mainstream popularity by the mid 1980’s and saw artists such as Run 
DMC and LL Cool J gain notoriety with songs that told stories, claimed space and place, 
and marketed signature clothing items such as Adidas and Kangol (Dimitriadis, 2009; 
Caines, 2007).  
In the late 1980s, strong racial identity and pride became a prominent theme in 
Hip Hop lyrics. This is most evident in the case of Public Enemy, whose Black 
Nationalist messages fostered both controversy and community within Hip Hop and the 
media (Chang, 2005; Dimitriadis, 2009). In the early 1990s, gangsta rap emerged and 
gained a stronghold in Hip Hop music through popular artists such as NWA, Ice-T, and 
Dr. Dre. This style was characterized by lyrics containing explicit language and violence, 
and hyper-masculinity. Rose (2008) explains, “West Coast gangsta rap solidified and 
expanded the already well-represented street criminal icons – thug, hustler, gangster, and 
 A form of djing in which the DJ manipulates turntables and a mixer to create new sounds from preexisting 3
tracks. 
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pimp—in a musically compelling way” (p. 3). By this time, rap music had reached a new 
height of commercial success and crossed over into popular culture, such that mainstream 
radio stations could be found playing rap songs, and the majority of the Hip Hop 
consumer market had shifted to suburban Whites (Dimitriadis, 2009; McLeod, 1999).  
According to a 2004 ABC news report, since its inception, the commercial Hip 
Hop industry has grown into a $10 billion a year industry with a fan base of “45 million 
hip-hop consumers between the ages of 13 and 34, 80 percent of whom are 
white” (Watson, 2004, Carving Out an Industry section, para. 1). Due to this shift in 
audience and revenue, as commercial demand for Hip Hop music increased and smaller 
record labels were bought by larger companies such as Sony Music Group and Universal, 
the public image of Hip Hop music became increasingly narrow and selectively 
representative of the Hip Hop community. Whereas mainstream Hip Hop had previously 
consisted of a wide variety of themes, portrayals, and representations, regardless of the 
larger shift in cultural representation, the Hip Hop music of the late 1990’s and 2000s 
presented a narrow and commercialized version of Hip Hop and its surrounding culture, 
focusing more on material wealth, overt sexuality, and violence. According to Rose 
(2008), “For the wider audience in America, which relies on mainstream outlets for 
learning about and participating in commercially distributed pop culture, hip hop has 
become a breeding ground for the most explicitly exploitative and increasingly one-
dimensional narratives of black ghetto life” (p. 3). While Hip Hop music may have 
always carried with it unflattering or problematic notions of culture and identity, the 
commercial success of the genre created new and detrimental ideas and images of what it 
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meant to be “Hip Hop,” and, consequently, what it meant to be a male, female, or person 
of color in the United States. Dimitriadis (2009) writes, “Rap began to be constructed as a 
more masculinist art form during this period, one that both largely denied opportunities 
for female access and opened a space for the proliferation of existing deeply misogynist 
cultural discourses” (p. 30). As rap music and Hip Hop culture was and continues to be 
one of the only mainstream or popular spaces where African-American culture and 
identity is centralized and (arguably) owned by the Black community, it is inevitably a 
space that young people of color seek out in order to gain a sense of self, community, and 
empowerment (Clay, 2003). Simultaneously, Hip Hop is voraciously consumed by those 
outside of communities of color as a form of popular music and culture, including 
language, fashion, and dance. As such, it is through or alongside Hip Hop music and 
culture that many young people of diverse racial, economic, and geographic backgrounds 
seek to make sense of themselves and their surrounding environments (Dimitriadis, 
2009).  
Hip Hop in the Suburbs 
While Hip Hop music and culture arose from New York City and is largely 
representative of the “urban experience,” it has also been deeply impacted and shaped by 
individuals from suburban communities. For example, Rick Rubin, co-founder of Hip 
Hop record label Def Jam is from Long Island, a suburb of New York City that is located 
just minutes from Queens, a New York City borough most famous for artists such as LL 
Cool J, Run DMC, and Nas. In fact, many rappers who were popular in New York’s late 
80’s to early 90’s rap scene came from Long Island as well. These include foundational 
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groups such as Public Enemy and De La Soul, in addition to Rakim, EPMD, and Leaders 
of The New School (from which Busta Rhymes eventually emerged as a solo artist).  
While Public Enemy’s lead rapper, Chuck D was once quoted as describing 
suburban rap as more “broad” and relatable to a mainstream American public (Chang, 
2005, p. 231), the group’s music focused primarily on addressing racial tensions and 
promoting Black and Brown empowerment. Chang (2005) describes their music as “an 
act of defiance set within the historical context of Robert Moses’s expressway-fueled 
segregation and Levittown’s racial covenants. Chuck himself would never rap about 
going to the park or taking a swim” (p. 232). As exemplified by the music of Public 
Enemy, suburban rap is deeply connected to the urban experience in that it tells the story 
of disempowerment and marginalization within a hostile environment.  
While early Hip Hop practices are often attributed to the devastation that was 
caused by the building of the Cross-Bronx Expressway in New York City, the city planner 
responsible for this construction, Robert Moses, along with his exclusionary policies, also 
had significant influence over the design and construction of roadways throughout the 
New York City suburbs, including Long Island and Westchester, thereby linking the 
experiences of those who lacked racial and economic privilege throughout New York 
City and its surrounding areas.  
For Black and Brown families moving out of inner-city areas, living in the 
suburbs represents a significant step in attaining the “American Dream.” However, the 
reality for non-White families in suburban areas is less than idyllic. As Chang (2005) 
explains, “Black suburbia was a safe island in a  sea of whiteness, and incontrovertible 
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evidence of white resistance to King’s dream” (p. 233). For young people of color 
growing up in the suburbs, “Living in this borderland, where everything mixed and 
clashed, one might be freighted with a feeling of being in-between all the time- a 
Duboisian double-consciousness complicated by the burden of class” (Chang, 2005, p. 
235). For young people of the Hip Hop generation, whether urban or suburban, Hip Hop 
music and culture speaks to their experiences of racial and class tensions and the 
frustration of a failed dream. This culture, however, does not offer solutions; rather, it 
offers a conglomeration of narratives and identities that are layered and oftentimes in 
conflict with one another. Thus, Hip Hop music and culture also offers a site for an 
interrogation of ideologies and representations that implicitly influence adolescent 
development and youth culture.  
Problem Statement 
!  
Figure 1. A still shot from the music video for rapper 2 Chainz’s 2012 hit “Birthday Song,” featuring 
rapper and producer Kanye West. At the time of writing, this video had 52 million views on YouTube. 
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The image shown in Figure 1 is just one example of how popular media can 
convey implicit ideological messages to its audiences. The chorus of the song states, “All 
I want for my birthday is a big-booty ho!” and the video features Black men and women 
at a house party throughout which the camera focuses almost exclusively on men’s faces 
and the body parts of females, rarely showing the faces of the females. While the sexual 
desire expressed in the song is made explicit through the chorus, the song and video also 
implicitly send the message that females, and specifically Black females, are faceless, 
voiceless objects whose bodies are to be desired, but also discarded. While this portrayal 
is not in any way new or particular to Hip Hop music alone, its inclusion in this popular 
form of media with which many young people engage and identify may have a damaging 
impact on the ways in which consumers perceive the Black, female body.  
Months after the song was released, I overhead one of my White, female high 
school students exiting class one day, absentmindedly reciting a verse from the 2 Chainz 
song: “I call her big booty ‘cause she got a big booty.” And there it was. After weeks of 
critically analyzing literature in class, Socratic seminars and analytical essay writing, and 
after years of instruction in developing critical thinking skills, my honors student was 
either unable or unwilling to transfer these critical practices to her consumption of 
popular media, and thus unconsciously condoned the reduction of Black femininity to a 
single body part. This is the danger of excluding popular media from classroom literacy 
practices. 
 Popular representations of Blackness, or Black identity, in media not only impact 
how non-Black audience members perceive the Black body, but also the self-perception 
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of those who identify as Black. Gordon (2008) explains that African American girls “face 
the challenges of solidifying positive racial and gender identities within a more global 
personal identity. As they work to discover themselves and their value in society, these 
girls are simultaneously bombarded with negative media images of their racial and 
gender groups” (p. 245). This is detrimental to the lives of young Black females since in a 
community that lacks a public discourse dealing with African American identity and 
gender, “the media and popular culture are primary sites for the dissemination and the 
construction of commonsense notions of Black womanhood” (Emerson, 2002, p. 117). 
Oware (2007) explains, “... current social phenomena are understood or examined from a 
European, White male context. This particular theoretical approach tends to make 
universalistic, overarching claims that are at the least incompatible, and at the most, 
antithetical to the lived reality of Black women... while producing controlling images of 
this group” (p. 788). Collins (2009) points out the complexity of this imagery for Black 
women inhabiting multiple identities: “Analyzing the particular controlling images 
applied to African-American women reveals the specific contours of Black women’s 
objectification as well as the ways in which oppressions of race, gender, sexuality, and 
class intersect” (p. 79). Not only does this popular imagery highlight the oppression of 
Black women, but it also influences it. According to Rose (2008), “For many young black 
women, the language of commercial hip hop about black sexuality has influenced their 
understanding of black women, not just reflected it” (p. 174). The narrow portrayal of 
Black women in an overwhelming number of Hip Hop songs is just one of many 
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examples of the implicit ideologies that have become normalized in popular media and 
absorbed into Hip Hop texts.  
In a society consumed by ever-increasing media and technology, it is more 
important now than ever that public schools provide their students with the skills and 
tools necessary to analyze, interpret, deconstruct, and construct popular media images 
and messages. As Alim (2011) points out, “... school culture has been eclipsed in kids’ 
lives by media culture” (p. 238-239). Consequently, it is the role of educators to engage 
with popular media in the classroom, not simply for the sake of student motivation, but 
for the purpose of supporting students in meaningful literacy practices. Appleman (2007), 
writes that it is the duty of English teachers to help students, “use the skills of writing and 
reading to understand the world around them” (p. 2) and Applebee (1974) explains that 
the field of English education is historically rooted in the study of meaning through text 
and a commitment to social change. Thus, it is through the practice of critical literacy, the 
act of “... questioning received knowledge and immediate experience with the goal of 
challenging inequality and developing an activist citizenry” (Shor, 1999, p. 8), that 
educators can provide students with the space and tools for meaningful engagement with 
and reflection upon the multiple texts that surround them.  
Purpose and Research Questions 
My research project seeks to investigate student responses to the use of Hip Hop 
texts and media in a high school English course that I designed to engage students in 
critical media literacy (CML) practices. For this research project, I define critical literacy 
as the ability to read text through multiple lenses for the purpose of better understanding 
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oneself and one’s social and cultural environments. Through qualitative research, which 
“is committed to participants using their own words to make sense of their 
lives” (Luttrell, 2009), I would like to better understand how students are understanding 
and responding to the popular media that surrounds them, and how academic engagement 
with such media within a class context impacts their understandings of self, youth 
culture, popular culture and the social structures that ultimately impact their lives. The 
following research questions guided this study:  
• What happens when students engage in critical media literacy practices in a high 
school course devoted to the study of Hip Hop music and culture?  
• How, if at all, does engagement with Hip Hop literature and culture as classroom 
text influence students’ understanding of their social and cultural environments?  
• How does Hip Hop music and culture connect to students’ individual identities?  
• How do students respond to Hip Hop texts and to each other through classroom 
dialogue regarding Hip Hop texts? 
• What challenges can arise when implementing a critical pedagogy of Hip Hop in 
a public school setting? 
 This case study will analyze classroom dialogue and students’ written responses 
throughout a semester-long English elective course entitled, “Hip Hop Literature and 
Culture,” (HHLC) in a public, suburban, high school in New York. The data collected 
in this study consists of audio recordings of class discussions, video recordings of 
class presentations, and collected student work, including written assignments and 
multi-media assignments. In addition to being the primary researcher in this class, I 
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was also the class instructor and designer of the class curriculum. Through an analysis 
of these documents and recordings, I will examine not only how students talk about 
popular texts in relation to their own identities, but also how discussions of popular 
media may open up spaces for broader discussions of social identity and social 
change.   
 My research differs from previous studies in that it is situated within an elective 
course dedicated to the critical study of Hip Hop. Additionally, while most studies of Hip 
Hop literacies and Hip Hop pedagogy take place in urban areas and in classrooms 
comprised primarily of students of color, my research site is located in a suburban 
community with racially and economically diverse students. In spite of the tradition of 
focusing on urban areas for studies on critical pedagogy, I find it significant to bring this 
work into non-urban areas as well, since the consumers of Hip Hop culture today are 
racially, economically, and geographically diverse (Motley & Henderson, 2008; Rose, 
2008) and since “it is important both for groups marginalized from mainstream education 
to learn about their own heritage and for dominant groups to explore the experiences and 
voices of minority and oppressed groups” (Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 3). By working with 
critical literacy practices in non-urban classrooms, teachers can support the students of 
color who are minorities in these spaces, at the same time that they are also bringing 
awareness to the students from dominant populations about cultural production and 
societal structures (Parmar, 2006), as well as their individual and collective role in 
maintaining or resisting these structures.  
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Assumptions and Rationale 
 The assumptions that I bring to this study are based not only upon my experience 
as a teacher, working daily in a high school with students who are immersed in media 
culture, but also as a Black female who grew up with Hip Hop music and culture as both 
the backdrop to my social life and the basis for my understanding of who I was and could 
be in the world. As a child, the popular media that I was exposed to consisted of rock 
music, specifically hair bands, pop music, such as Debbie Gibson, and shows such as Full 
House and Just the Ten of Us. There were, of course, musicians and actors who were 
Black, but they were much older and, to me, represented my parents’ generation, but not 
my own. When I discovered Hip Hop, everything changed.  
  I felt that I finally had a culture that was mine- in which I was not an interloper or 
an outsider. I distinctly recall my brother receiving his learner’s permit and driving me 
around with Nas's Illmatic cassette blasting from the speakers. I remember feeling like 
the world really was his; was ours. With my discovery of Hip Hop came the discovery of 
power and possibility.  
 My older brother was the one who first brought Hip Hop home. It was through 
him that I was exposed to groups such as Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, and Leaders of 
the New School. I listened to the radio religiously. I looked up to female emcees such as 
MC Lyte, Queen Latifah, Salt, and Pepa. Ed Lover, Dr. Dre, and Lisa G. of the Hot 97 
morning show were my family- loving and fighting each other every morning. I listened 
to "Street Soldiers" on Sunday night with Lisa Evers to learn about what was happening 
in the Black community and how the Hip Hop community was mobilizing to address 
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these issues. When the Hot 97 radio personality Angie Martinez spoke, I listened. I 
remember hearing Lugz boots commercials so much that I saved up lunch money for half 
a year so I could buy them. I was proud that we had clothing labels that represented us 
such as Mecca and Karl Kani. To state it simply, I consumed this culture with which I felt 
deeply connected, and I did so consistently and uncritically. 
 Not only did my consumption of Hip Hop impact the way in which I spoke and 
dressed, but it also influenced my values. Songs such as U.N.I.T.Y (“You gotta let him 
know; you ain’t a bitch or a ho”) made me feel empowered as a female of color; 
collaborations such as Black Men United (“U Will Know”) taught me about the power of 
unity within the Black community; and songs such as “5 ‘o’clock” by Nonchalant (“It's 
not a white man's finger on the trigger/ Car-jacks, drive-by's, callin' each other ‘nigga’/ 
I'm not here to scold but rather shape an’ mold/ A young black mind that won't live to 
grow old”) taught me about the ability of rap to send powerful messages, even when 
turning a critical eye on the Black community for the purpose of improvement. For me, 
the Hip Hop community was one with which I could connect, even from my bedroom. 
My consumption of this music and imagery allowed me to make sense of the world and 
my role in it. 
 While there was an abundance of female emcees during my childhood, I entered 
high school at a time when the only commercially successful solo female artists were 
Missy Elliott, Lil’ Kim, and Foxy Brown. The latter two became successful only through 
the validation of popular male artists and rapped primarily about using their sexual 
prowess to gain respect and material objects (i.e. “You got to hit me off, buy this girl gifts 
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of course/ So I look slick, in my six, with my Christian Lacroix” ). Consequently, the 4
way in which I constructed my teenage identity was mediated by popular imagery of 
these females, and perhaps the lack of diversity in popular imagery of Black females in 
general. Yes, there were empowering messages that had certainly worked to solidify my 
sense of empowerment, such as Salt-N-Pepa’s (1995) “Aint Nuthin’ But a She Thing,” 
and Tupac’s (1993) “Keep Ya Head up,” but there was also Adina Howard’s (1995) 
“Freak Like me,” (“cause I will be a freak until the day until the dawn”) and The Lox’s 
(1999) “Ryde or Die Chick” who “don't got no problem hittin' us all.” As an adolescent, I 
varyingly accepted and rejected the messages and representations present in Hip Hop 
music. This created internal tensions and conflict for me as I attempted to make sense of 
myself and this culture in the “Money, Hoes, and Clothes” era of Hip Hop music, 
especially as it still served as the primary space for Black popular culture and 
representation. As a result, whether or not I chose to actively listen to Hip Hop, it still 
played a role in my life.  
 Drawing from my own experiences as an adolescent developing my identities and 
perceptions through engagement with popular culture, I entered this research with the 
understanding that young people who engage with popular media often find connections 
between the texts that they consume and their own lives; that they often use these texts in 
order to make sense of others and of themselves; that young people receive messages 
from media texts that they may internalize or resist, whether consciously or not; and that 
 From Lil’ Kim “Crush on You” remix (1997).4
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critical engagement with popular texts can foster individual and collective self-reflection 
and empowerment. 
 Critical Hip Hop literacy, as described in this study, is an approach to the study of 
popular culture that allows for the ideologies, representations, and tensions present in Hip 
Hop culture to be addressed and discussed. It validates Hip Hop as a literary and cultural 
form, while also providing a space to be reflective about its content and proactive in 
resisting and responding to disempowering messages. This study is significant since it 
can support secondary-level humanities teachers in utilizing popular texts in the 
classroom for discussion and reflection that can foster students’ critical literacy and 
identity development. 
Definition of Terms 
Engagement- interaction with popular culture through listening to music, watching 
videos, watching television, and reading materials (i.e. magazine articles or blogs) related 
to Hip Hop music and culture. 
Hip Hop Music- a genre of music that includes rap, R&B, and reggae crossovers. 
Hip Hop Culture- includes language, fashion, dance, and values often reflected in Hip 
Hop music.  
Hip Hop Text- any artifact of or related to Hip Hop culture that can be “read,” including 
lyrics, articles, narratives, videos, etc.  
Black- refers to those who identify as part of the African diaspora, specifically residing 
within the United States. Within this manuscript I occasionally interchange the terms 




Theoretical Framework  
 While this research project is largely embedded in key principals of critical media 
literacies, as described by Douglas Kellner and Jeff Share (2005), the roots of critical 
media education stem from the works of theorists within the fields of cultural studies, 
critical pedagogy, multiliteracies, and critical literacies. In this section, I provide an 
overview of foundational theories and ideas of scholars working within these fields, 
linking theories of text, language, identity, music, culture, and media education to make 
the case for a critical approach to the study of popular culture, and specifically Hip Hop 
culture within secondary classrooms.  
Critical Literacies 
 Shor (1999) explains that critical literacy deals with understanding the self as a 
socially constructed being. It reveals subjectivity and the ways in which multiple 
discourses shape the individual. Thus, critical literacies expand the notion of text beyond 
the written word and include an understanding of individuals, their social environments, 
and cultural products as text. According to Morrell (2002), critical literacy pedagogies 
have the potential to lead to transformative individual and social change. He writes, “The 
critically literate can understand the socially constructed meaning embedded in texts as 
well as the political and economic contexts in which texts are embedded. Ultimately, 
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critical literacy can lead to an emancipated worldview and even transformational social 
action” (p. 73).  
 The necessity for critical literacies lies in the reality that despite decades of legal 
advancements in education for historically marginalized communities, there is still 
inequality within the school system and continued academic disparities between the 
wealthy, White, and culturally dominant populations, and those from economically 
disadvantaged communities and communities of color (Shor, 1999). In addition to 
economic disempowerment, students also experience social disempowerment based upon 
their racial, ethnic, sexual, or language identities (Kellner, 1998). According to Collins, 
(2009), “Within U.S. culture, racist and sexist ideologies permeate the social structure to 
such a degree that they become hegemonic, namely, seen as natural, normal, and 
inevitable” (p 7). A “critical reading of reality” (Freire, 1983, p. 11) can counteract this 
normalization by examining popular representations and relationships of power, and by 
encouraging a challenging of dominant ideologies and the status quo for the purpose of 
individual and social change (McDaniel, 2004; Young, 2000; Shor, 1999; Giroux, 1992). 
Freire’s (1983) definition of the act of reading conceptualizes reading as a political act 
that connects language and written text to reality: 
 Reading is not exhausted merely by decoding the written word or written   
 language, but rather anticipated by and extending into knowledge of the world.  
 Reading the world precedes reading the word, and the subsequent reading of the  
 word cannot dispense with continually reading the world. Language and reality  
 are dynamically intertwined. (p. 5) 
!19
While the term “critical” can have multiple meanings, especially when applied to theory, 
Collins (2009) defines critical social theory as one that is committed to achieving social 
justice for all oppressed groups. As used in this paper, the term “critical” refers to this 
same commitment to social equality and a close examination of popular culture as a 
means to de and reconstruct culture and identity for the purpose of bringing about social 
equity.  
Muliliteracies 
 In a changing society, classroom literacies need to change in order to best meet 
the needs of students and communities. Scholars within the field of New Literacy Studies 
recognize the cultural and linguistic diversity of individuals and groups and acknowledge 
that community practices are forms of valuable text (Street, 2003). Since literacy itself is 
a social practice (Luke, 1997), the multiple ways in which individuals and communities 
are literate should be accounted for and included in literacy instruction and discourse. 
According to the New London Group (1996), There is “not a singular, canonical English 
that could or should be taught anymore” (p. 63) and Kellner (1998) argues, “we need 
multiple literacies for our multicultural society… we need to develop new literacies to 
meet the challenge of new technologies” (p. 103). One goal of this approach is that of 
“full social participation” for a globally connected and diverse society (New London 
Group, 1996, p. 61).  
The idea of multiliteracies is not directed solely towards minority groups, but 
rather to all learners, with the goal of sustaining and nourishing “lifeworlds,” or “spaces 
for community life where local and specific meanings can be made” (ibid, p. 70). 
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Through critical literacy practices, students are able to build communities of learners 
whose experiences and ideas come together to shape new possibilities of meaning and 
imagining. According to Gutiérrez (2008), this community becomes “the design of a 
particular social environment of development, a collective Third Space, in which students 
begin to reconceive who they are and what they might be able to accomplish 
academically and beyond” (p. 148). These sociolinguistic practices are used by 
individuals to design, or shape, meaning. It is through this process that “meaning-makers 
remake themselves... reconstruct and renegotiate their identities” (New London Group, 
1996, p. 76). While identity construction is an ongoing process mediated by a plethora of 
both external and internal forces, social texts- both written and unwritten- play a vital role 
in the development of self (Hall, 1996; Hagood, 2002). Therefore, it is imperative that 
youth, who are in the early stages of identity development, engage in the process of 
critically reading the worlds and words that surround them.  
Culture and Identity 
 Since identity construction is a continuous process that is constantly in flux (Hall, 
1996; Grossberg, 1996), individuals at each moment are comprised of layers of identity, 
or what Lawrence Grossberg (1996) refers to as a “multiplicity of identities” (p. 89). In 
this sense, identities are never complete and will continue to change as long as the social 
factors that influence identity change. As Grossberg (1996) explains, identity is socially 
constructed and exists only in relation to or opposition to what it is not. He writes, “Any 
identity depends upon its difference from, its negation of, some other term, even as the 
identity of the latter term depends upon its difference from, its negation of, the former….  
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Identity is always a temporary and unstable effect of relations which define identities by 
marking differences” (p. 89). Consequently, an individuals’ understanding of his identity, 
or who and what he is, is dependent upon his understanding of who and what he is not.  
 Critical literacy practices call upon identity politics in that they involve 
deconstructing popular identities and “questioning how identities are produced and taken 
up through practices of representation” (Grossberg, 1996, p. 90). In examining 
representation through popular media, individuals can gain a more thorough 
understanding of their own layered identities, including how these identities are 
constructed through the politics of representation. Hall (1996) explains the complex 
process of identity construction as influenced by both the past and present: 
 Though they seem to invoke an origin in a historical past with which they   
 continue to correspond, actually identities are about questions of using the  
 resources of history, language and culture in the process of becoming rather than  
 being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might  
 become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might  
 represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside   
 representation. (Hall, 1996, p. 4).  
Since the process of identity formation is so complex and is mediated by a variety of 
social factors, an individual’s awareness of this process can allow for them to play an 
active role in determining how they are representing and are represented by popular 
culture and media. Thus an examination of identity development through popular texts is 
rooted in the field of cultural studies.  
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Media and Culture 
Scholars of the Frankfurt School were some of the first critical theorists to 
examine the role of media and culture on society. They stated that media culture 
predominately served to socialize mass audiences into adopting dominant ideologies that 
maintained and reinforced preexisting structures of power. Scholars such as Benjamin 
(1936) and those of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (1964) 
argued that the relationship between media and consumer was not uni-directional; rather, 
the audience members play a role in how they interpret the messages that they receive, 
thus becoming potential critical consumers. In fact, according to Rosenblatt (1978), texts 
only take on meaning in the interaction between the text and the reader. Similarly, 
ethnomusicologist Simon Frith (1996) explains that the meaning of music “is not to be 
found in the text, but in the performance of the text, in the process in which it is realized” 
(p. 111). Therefore, as Durham and Kellner (2012) argue, the audience can exercise 
agency in becoming “critics and creators” (p. 2) of media, using media as a site of 
resistance and change. This is even more possible in the current age of social media, or 
web 2.0, in which individuals can not only openly challenge or share ideas through media 
sites, but can also create new media by posting original content (Berthon, Pitt, Plangger, 
& Shapiro, 2012). However, this content is not always resistant to dominant ideologies; 
in fact, consumer-created media can often replicate and reflect the same ideas and 
representations prevalent in mainstream media (Manovich, 2009). Thus, creation and 
criticism are not inherently linked.  
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As described by Kellner (1995), media culture plays a significant role in shaping 
individual and social identities through its dissemination of implicit and explicit 
ideological messages and its unabating influence over those who are immersed in media 
and consumerism. He explains that media culture impacts modern society by “shaping 
political views and social behavior, and providing the materials out of which people forge 
their very identities” (Kellner, 1995, p. 1). Additionally, Frith (1996) argues that music 
“articulates in itself an understanding of both group relations and individuality, on the 
basis of which ethical codes and social ideologies are understood” (p. 111). Consequently, 
popular media provides a medium through which individuals make sense of their lives 
and society (Frith, 1996; Durham & Kellner, 2012).  
While popular media does often reflect social realities, it simultaneously creates 
new realities through mass distribution of particular ideologies. Thus, popular culture 
becomes a social text from which individuals, especially young consumers learn about 
culture and identity. Cortés (2004) explains the role of mass media in informal education:  
As a major element of societal multicultural education, the mass media   
disseminate information, images, and ideas concerning race, ethnicity, culture,  
and foreignness. The multicultural media curriculum functions whether or not   
media makers actually see themselves as educators and whether or not viewers are  
aware of the role of media as sources of knowledge and information. (p. 1) 
Cortés (2004), along with many British Cultural theorists, does not see media as 
inherently innocent or insidious; rather, it provides a social text that audiences can either 
passively receive or actively interpret for their own means. Durham and Kellner (2012) 
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also argue, “examining how people engage cultural texts… may reveal that audiences 
refuse dominant meanings and offer their own, sometimes surprising, interpretations” (p. 
3).  
While media consumers exercise varying levels of resistance to media messages 
and socialization through popular texts, the power of media to portray meaning and 
ideology is so pervasive that it can often mitigate the autonomy of the viewer to make 
his/her own meaning from the texts (Dimitriadis, 2009). This is especially dangerous for 
the vast amount of young people whose ideas, identities, and worldview are shaped and 
constructed by popular media (Kellner, 1998; Dimitriadis, 2009). Without the tools to 
critically examine relationships of power and identity construction within popular media, 
audiences may become complicit in the maintenance and reproduction of systems of 
oppression and marginalization. Therefore, it becomes the responsibility of critical 
educators to support critical literacy development in the classroom.  
Critical Media Literacies 
Outside of the classroom, young people constantly engage with different forms of 
popular media that send both implicit and explicit ideological messages to young 
audiences (Kellner, 1998). These forms include, but are not limited to, music, movies, 
television shows, advertisements, and videos. Morrell (2002) describes popular media as 
a “site of struggle between subordinate and dominant groups in society” (p. 73). Thus, 
popular media provides an ideal text for the examination of relationships of power and 
resistance to pervasive, disempowering structures. In the same way that the literature 
classroom makes use of critical theories as lenses through which students can better 
!25
understand texts, students must also apply critical lenses to popular texts for the purpose 
of understanding multiple perspectives and making sense of texts that are directly 
connected to their lives. Just as teaching is “an act of deconstructing knowledge for the 
purpose of understanding more critically oneself and one’s relation to the larger 
culture,” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 56) so, too, is learning. According to Morrell (2002), “For 
the critical educator, then, popular culture provides a logical connection between lived 
experiences and the school culture for urban youth” (p. 73). As described by Parmar 
(2006), when young people are able to read media through a critical lens, they are better 
equipped to make sense of their surrounding society and see themselves as agents of 
change and transformation in their communities: 
 Students who are able to deconstruct media messages are able to recognize,  
 question, and critically analyze its historical, cultural, social, political, and  
 economic implications. Therefore, students are better able to understand why  
 certain races, cultures, genders, and classes are misrepresented and   
 underrepresented; why media is constructed the way it is; who benefits from such  
 representations and who does not; whose point of view media is constructed from, 
 and, more importantly, what actions can be taken to dispel stereotypes,   
 misrepresentations, biases, and distortions. (p. 527) 
While media texts are not typically recognized as objects of academic study, since they 
play a role in the education of individuals, they must also be a part of academic 
curriculum. Cortés (1979) refers to the education that people receive outside of school as 
the “societal curriculum.” Mass media in particular, he explains, has the ability to 
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reinforce the status quo and overpower the experiential knowledge that individuals have 
with pervasive imagery and ideas. Specifically, Cortés argues that consumers arrive at 
particular understandings about culture and ethnicity based on societal curriculum, and 
the best thing that educators can do is to include societal curriculum in the classroom as a 
site of possibility and change.  
 Critical literacy approaches to media education can support students in examining 
and deconstructing notions of knowledge and power, such that students can leave the 
classroom prepared to navigate society as empowered and knowledgeable individuals. 
Appleman (2009) argues that we live in a society that is layered with multiple and 
complex theories which significantly influence our behaviors, decisions, and ideas.  She 
explains, “Both teachers and their students have less power over their environment if… 
they do not understand the theoretical context in which they function” (Appleman, 2009, 
p. 133). Thus, examining relationships of power in media culture is directly linked to the 
empowerment of media-literate individuals in society.  
 Kellner and Share (2007) define critical media literacy as an expansion of “the 
notion of literacy to include different forms of mass communication and popular 
culture...” (p.4).  Like critical literacy, it examines relationships of power for the purpose 
of creating new meanings and possibilities through the production of new ideas, texts, 
and representations. It also “involves cultivating skills in analyzing media codes and 
conventions, abilities to criticize stereotypes, dominant values, and ideologies, and 
competencies to interpret the multiple meanings and messages generated by media 
texts” (Kellner & Share, 2007).   
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 One goal of this approach to critical media literacy (CML) is to make visible to 
students the ways in which media can both construct and disseminate knowledge. Collins 
(2009) explains, “… controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, 
and other forms of social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of 
everyday life” (p. 77). As a result, even those who are from traditionally marginalized 
groups or who experience structural disempowerment are unlikely to recognize the 
source of this oppression and are even less likely to challenge it. According to Kellner 
and Share (2005), “when messages are naturalized, people seldom question the 
transparent social construction of the representations…. it is the teacher’s responsibility 
within the classroom to make visible the power structure of knowledge and how it 
benefits some more than others” (p. 2) Through their use of social networking sites, such 
as Facebook, YouTube, Tumbler, and Twitter, young people are hyper aware of their daily 
interaction with popular media; however, they are not always aware of the process by 
which particular media is disseminated, and who controls media images. Through 
engagement with CML, students can gain an understanding of the ways in which power 
is conferred and accessed in terms of wealth, education, and representation, and the effect 
of power on their individual lives as students, consumers, and citizens (Morrell, 2004).  
Ultimately, critical media literacies can offer a means by which students engage in 
meaningful literacy practices with popular texts and cultural artifacts such as music, 
videos, and media imagery. It seeks to challenge the maintenance of social hierarchy by 
engaging students in in-depth explorations of the media that surrounds them for the 
purpose of deconstructing these texts, while empowering students to make informed 
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decisions about the media that they consume and to create new media that claims space 
for students’ voices and multiple identities (Kellner & Share, 2005). Since modern media 
serves to both reflect and produce culture (Hesmondhalgh, 2006), it is imperative that 
critical media studies become central to academic literacy in schools so that students can 
become empowered participants in cultural production (Giroux, 2004). By examining the 
cultural influences and effects of popular media, students can gain critical understandings 
of their own lives and communities, as well as the dominant social and cultural forces 
that influence them (Morrell, 2002).  
Music and Identity 
 While there are numerous texts that may influence identity development, music 
provides a unique site for cultural affiliation and both collective and individual identity 
formation. While much literature has been dedicated to understanding how music may 
reflect the experiences of the artists, Frith (1996) argues that the identity of the consumer 
is constructed by his experience with the music: “The issue is not how a particular piece 
of music or a performance reflects the people, but how it produces them, how it creates 
and constructs an experience…” (p. 109). According to Frith (1996), identity is a process 
of becoming and the experience of music is a part of this process, so inextricable that the 
subjective and collective identity cannot be neatly separated. In this sense, “Music seems 
to be a key to identity because it offers, so intensely, a sense of both self and others, of 
the subjective in the collective” (Frith, 1996, p. 110). Since individuals make choices, 
whether consciously or not, about the music they experience, their musical participation 
both undergirds and shapes their identity. Frith (1996) explains that listening to music is a 
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form of performance. By this definition, consumption of popular music is one way in 
which individuals express who they are to themselves and to others.  
 Not only does music offer a language and space through which individual and 
collective identities can be formed and expressed, but it also provides individuals with a 
means for the acquisition of knowledge and understanding. In a study exploring the 
literacy practices of young Black men, Kirkland (2008) found that “Through hip-hop, the 
young men were learning about themselves and about a postmodern world…” (p. 70). 
Kirkland (2008) describes the presence of Hip Hop in the lives of youth as “beauty” (p. 
70). Like Frith (1996), Kirkland sees the aesthetic value of music, specifically Hip Hop, 
as integral to its role as a literacy practice and a site of meaning-making. Additionally, 
Hip Hop undeniably offers a space for identity negotiation, especially concerning young 
consumers of popular culture (Richardson, 2006). Frith (1996) writes, “music, the 
experience of music for composer/performer and listener alike, gives us a way of being in 
the world, a way of making sense of it” (p. 114). Specifically, the experience of 
participating in musical performance- whether through creation or consumption- offers 
both a space for cultural identification and a lens through which to understand society and 
one’s place in it.  
Critical Hip Hop Literacies 
 While the roots of Hip Hop can be traced back to particular African and African-
American traditions (Pihel, 1996), Hip Hop culture as it is known today originated in a 
particular time and place and its literature encompasses decades of social, political, and 
economic struggle and triumph, especially as it concerns racially and economically 
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marginalized communities (Chang, 2005). Kitwana (2002) explains that Hip Hop “is the 
most visible place these issues [of race and culture] are elucidated” (p. xii). According to 
Rose (2008), while today’s audience and creators of Hip Hop music and culture are of 
diverse backgrounds, “the highly coveted commercial market for hip hop in the United 
States… reconstructs hip hop as all-black and, because of this, black youth are marked by 
it and simultaneously invest in it heavily” (p. xii). Due to its portrayal of particular racial, 
ethnic, and gender identities at the same time that it is a widespread and popular form of 
media and culture, Hip Hop serves as an appropriate space for academic study of 
language and literacy, as well as youth culture and identity.   
Richardson (2006) writes, “People internalize or appropriate images, patterns, and 
words from the social activities in which they have participated” (p. 43). Those who 
engage in Hip Hop are members of this community of practice (Wenger, 1998) and 
develop particular ideologies and identities as a result of their participation. While some 
narratives within Hip Hop may provide sources of resistance or a challenge to dominant 
ideologies, especially within mainstream media, Hip Hop itself is not inherently 
liberating and engagement with Hip Hop does not necessitate criticality. Thus, in the 
same way that critical literacies involve the practice of deconstructing the self and texts in 
order to better understand both, critical Hip Hop literacies focus on the study of Hip Hop 
culture, including language, literature, and practices, in order to both understand and 
reconstruct meanings and representations of popular identities. As defined by Barrett 
(2011), critical Hip Hop literacy (CHHL) “draws attention to social issues and power 
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relations as they are expressed through hip-hop literacies [and] foregrounds those aspects 
of hip-hop culture that function to interrogate, reflect, and shape reality” (p. 45).  
 For students of color who are implicitly associated with media portrayals of Hip 
Hop imagery (Clay, 2003), academic engagement with Hip Hop music in a classroom 
space can provide opportunities for them to tell their own narratives, thereby constructing 
their own identities and resisting the popular youth identities that the media has 
constructed for them (Behrman, 2006; Gordon, 2008). According to Richardson (2006), 
“youth are aware of the dominating forces but do not possess the critical tools necessary 
to totally escape internal victim blaming for their predicament” (p. 43). Kellner and Share 
(2005) express, “When groups often underrepresented in the media become investigators 
of their representations and creators of their own meanings, the learning process becomes 
an empowering expression of voice and democratic transformation” (p. 4).  Thus, critical 
Hip Hop literacies can also function as a means to provide space for counter-narratives 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) and alternate ways of being and knowing.  
In the past ten years, Hip Hop literacies and pedagogies have grown exponentially 
as fields of study in educational discourse, with scholars and educators researching and 
experimenting with the use of Hip Hop music and culture in class curriculum for the 
purposes of empowerment, cultural responsiveness, literary analysis, and critical literacy 
(Petchauer, 2009; Williams, 2009). While the understanding of Hip Hop as a form of 
literacy has become increasingly popular in educational discourse, what is needed now is 
further exploration into the ways in which young people identify both through and with 
Hip Hop as a culture, community, and language, what impact this identification has on 
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students’ understanding of self and society, and what possibilities Hip Hop literacies offer 
for students’ participation in cultural production and the reimagining of social futures 
(New London Group, 1996).  
Studies on Hip Hop and Youth 
 In this section, I provide a brief discussion of previous research that has been 
conducted in classrooms and community centers that serve urban youth populations. Each 
of these studies focuses on the role of Hip Hop in these spaces and in the development of 
youth identities. I conclude this section with a discussion of the limitations of these 
studies and the questions and ideas that have yet to be fully explored within the field of 
Hip Hop Education.  
Hip Hop Identities in Out of School Spaces 
 Much research on the academic study of Hip Hop in classroom spaces stems from 
earlier work that investigated the ways in which youth, and especially youth of color, 
identify with Hip Hop culture outside of school spaces. For example, in his ethnographic 
study conducted at a local community center in a small, Midwestern city, Dimitriadis 
(2009) wanted to learn about the ways in which young people connect to Hip Hop texts 
and how they use the texts to understand themselves, their communities, and society. 
Over the course of two and a half years, Dimitriadis ran a weekly youth program at the 
center, focusing on the discussion of African-American culture and Hip Hop texts. 
During the sessions that Dimitriadis facilitated with the participants, he brought “Hip 
Hop texts,” for example, typically Black films or rap songs, into the group for analysis 
and discussion. He explains that while these discussions began with the young people’s 
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interpretations of the texts, the discussions most often grew into conversations about the 
participants’ own lives and experiences. In this study, Dimitriadis discusses the ways in 
which some of the participants used Hip Hop texts as a means for understanding place 
and space in both a geographic, historical, and social sense; how popular media can build 
a bridge between the past and the present and help students to better understand their 
social positioning and identify both with each other and with the characters in the text; 
and how young people use particular Hip Hop texts as a source of support in dealing with 
their complex lives. 
 In a similar setting, Clay (2003) conducted an ethnographic study based on data 
from her observations in an urban youth center. She wanted to explore the ways in which 
Black youth utilize Hip Hop cultural performance as a means of cultural capital, 
explaining that within the Black community, and specifically among Black youth, Black 
authenticity is often measured by one’s identification with and performance of Hip Hop 
culture. According to Clay (2003), in the youth center, “There was constant pressure to 
perform: to have the right clothes, listen to the right music, and speak the right language- 
all of which were based on hip-hop” (p. 1351). In her interviews with youth at the center, 
Clay (2003) found that students implicitly identified Hip Hop music with Black 
authenticity with statements such as the following: “‘They ain’t ‘bout it if they don’t 
listen to it’” (p. 1352). In these interviews, it was clear to Clay (2003) that the Black 
youth at the center equated Blackness with Hip Hop and Hip Hop identity with authentic 
Black identity. 
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Combining the study of youth identity with critical Hip Hop pedagogies, 
Richardson (2006) conducted a study in which she audiotaped the viewing and discussion 
of a rap video with three African-American females, aged 17-19. Richardson (2006) 
sought to explore how the participants made meaning of the rap text through its images, 
messages, and connections to their lived experiences. Based on this study, Richardson 
found that the “’keeping it real’ ideology of Hiphop” led the participants to “display 
instances of succumbing to racist stereotypes and controlling myths of Black 
womanhood” (Richardson, 2006, p. 49). For example, in justifying the sexually explicit 
imagery of the females in the “Tip Drill” video they watched, stating, “I don’t think it’s 
degrading to women… It’s girls out here who strippers” (Richardson, 2006, p. 49), the 
young females implicitly condoned the ways in which the females were exploited by the 
“White corporate-controlled music industry” (Richardson, 2006, p. 49), and accepted this 
reality as natural, rather than working to resist or change it. In the discussion that follows 
the viewing of the video, the young women’s interpretation of the text, combined with 
their individual perspectives and experiences, overlap and work together to produce a 
critical and meaningful dialogue around race, class, and gender, especially as it is 
understood and reproduced by mainstream society.  
Richardson’s (2006) study makes clear the necessity of bringing Hip Hop texts 
into the classroom, since this practice can create a space in which students can actively 
make sense of texts, while at the same time reflecting on their own perception of the 
ideologies and representations embedded in the texts. Through this process, students can 
begin to go beyond simply critically analyzing the texts, but rather begin to see 
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themselves as active agents in the creation of new texts and resistance to oppressive 
ideologies that are embedded in much of modern, popular imagery. As Richardson (2006) 
explains, “… our youth get mixed messages from most of society’s media about their 
racial, sexual, and gender identities. Our critical pedagogies must guide students beyond 
challenging to changing of systems that tolerate inequality, sexism, and racism” (p. 55).  
Hip Hop Pedagogies in School Spaces  
 In agreement with Richardson (2006), Barrett (2011) argues that students’ self-
images and perceptions of the world are shaped by their interaction with Hip Hop music 
and culture. Like Gutierrez (2008), Barrett (2011) maintains that a sociocultural 
perspective on literacy moves notions of literacy beyond a two-dimensional space, and 
includes students’ narratives and identities as a part of classroom text. Through an 
ethnographic research project she conducted on sociocultural approaches to literacy in a 
high school ESL classroom, Barrett (2011) used classroom observations and interviews to 
explore the ways in which young people make meaning of social texts and how this 
process impacts their identity development and performance.  
 In this study, Barrett highlights a significant danger present in Hip Hop education, 
which is that Hip Hop narratives can often be so personal to individual students that they 
can have the opposite effect than the one intended, closing down relationships and 
discussions rather than opening them up. Hill (2009) illustrates a similar conflict in his 
discussion of a Hip Hop literature class that he co-taught and studied. After one particular 
lesson that dealt with the sensitive topic of abortion, one student in his class was so 
emotionally connected to the lesson as a result of an experience that she had recently had 
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that she shut down during class and did not return for days. Barrett (2011) gives the 
example of a student who retreated from class discussion after reading a Hip Hop text 
that reminded her of traumatic experiences in her own life: “This example shows how 
deeply student perspectives and identity become intertwined with material that relates 
closely to their lives. Sensitive matters ... point to the delicate line the educator navigates 
in scaffolding learning through bridging prior knowledge with new knowledge....” (p. 
51). As Barrett concludes, it is imperative for educators and researchers to recognize the 
ways in which Hip Hop and popular culture mediate students’ perceptions of self and 
society and the implications that this mediation has on identity performance and literacy 
practices.  
While many critical educators have taken up the work of Hip Hop literacy 
instruction in the classroom, the methods and results have been varied and oftentimes fall 
short of reaching the goals of critical resistance or change-making. Morrell and Duncan-
Andrade’s (2002) action research project explored the use of Hip Hop for the promotion 
of academic literacy in a high school English classroom in San Francisco that juxtaposed 
the study of traditional poetic works with Hip Hop texts. During the unit, the students 
were able to relate to the Hip Hop texts presented as poetry through the resonance of 
particular themes; this engagement led to the successful acquisition of skills that the 
students were able to apply to the study of canonical texts. While Morrell and Duncan-
Andrade (2002) recognized the space that a study of Hip Hop texts provides for critical 
discussion in that it “was situated in the experiences of the students ... [and] called for 
critical dialogue and a critical engagement of the text” (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 
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2002, p. 91), their work primarily focused on the use of Hip Hop in accessing traditional 
literary texts (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002), rather than focusing on the Hip Hop 
texts in and of themselves.  
In his participant-researcher, anthropological study of a yearlong Hip Hop 
literature class in an evening program for students at a Philadelphia high school, Hill 
(2009) took on the roles of co-teacher and primary researcher. The curriculum was 
organized thematically, focusing on universal topics such as love, family, and despair. In 
this study, Hill (2009) presents snapshots of classroom lessons and discussions, providing 
evidence of the ways in which individual students made meaning of the texts in 
connection to their lives and experiences. Not only did this classroom space allow for 
storytelling, but it also created a supportive community in which students were able to 
better understand and connect to one another. This is evident in one student’s response to 
the class, in which he said, “... the fact that we get to talk about our own stories make it 
easier to relate to everybody” (Hill, 2009, p. 72). While many students in the class 
expressed that they felt validated by the focus on texts that reflected their cultural 
knowledge and practices (Hill, 2009), the class discussions were mostly focused on 
student identity and experience, and lacked a critical analysis of the culture and 
ideologies reflected within the texts, thereby leaving the media messages largely 
unchallenged.  
It is essential within the field of media literacy to provide space for students to 
discuss their experiences and connections to the texts; however, discussions about 
ownership, power, and representation in media literacy classes are also essential in that 
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they could aid students in understanding the ways in which popular media is constructed, 
marketed, and naturalized, the role this plays in what images and messages are presented 
in popular media, and how this representation ultimately affects their lived realities. Gosa 
and Fields (2012) explain, “A responsible hip hop education must acknowledge that using 
hip hop does not necessarily protect children from negative stereotypes or messages of 
inferiority. Programs that use hip hop to simply reinforce the status-quo norms of 
schooling are not very ‘hip hop,’ and don’t rise to the definition of emancipatory 
education exposed in the literature” (p. 20). Hip-Hop pedagogies that do not apply theory, 
critical literacy skills, or discussions of ideology can risk becoming a simple celebration 
of media texts that does little to shift the balance of power or inequity that impacts 
students’ lives.  
Further uniting the fields of Hip Hop education and critical literacy, Stovall’s 
(2006) ethnographic study of a Hip Hop unit divided into six workshops in a high school 
social studies class sought to engage students in analytical discussions of history and 
society through the lens of Hip Hop literacy. The workshops “sparked an engaging period 
of reflection through dialogue” (Stovall, 2006, p. 593). Like Morrell, Duncan-Andrade 
(2002), and Hill (2009), Stovall was both the primary researcher and co-facilitator in the 
class. The curriculum for this unit focused on critically analyzing Hip Hop lyrics in 
relation to informational texts and student experience. Similar to those described in the 
aforementioned studies, the students were eager to connect their own experiences with 
those reflected in the text. However, the students were also involved in discussions of the 
texts themselves and the themes and implications of these texts.  
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 While contemporary studies on Hip Hop pedagogy often describe the potential of 
Hip Hop curriculum as a means to explore issues of social inequality with students (Land 
& Stovall, 2009; Gosa & Fields, 2012), in the literature so far, race and gender have been 
addressed only marginally in classroom discussions about Hip Hop texts. For example, in 
Stovall’s study, the class analyzed and discussed portions of Howard Zinn’s A People’s 
History of the United States and discussed Abraham Lincoln’s commitment to the 
emancipation of slaves in connection to the song “Four Women” by Reflection Eternal 
(Stovall, 2006). While race came up in this discussion in connection to history and 
slavery, there was no explicit discussion of the meaning or representation of race in 
modern society or in the students’ daily realities. Additionally, while Morrell and 
Duncan-Andrade (2002), Stovall (2006), and Hill (2009), did include some Hip Hop texts 
written by female artists, none of these texts were described as being used in the 
classroom as a means to foster conversations about gender in Hip Hop or in society. 
Aside from these few texts, the majority of the selections brought into these classrooms 
were written by male artists and gender construction and performance was not a concept 
discussed in the studies.  
 As described by Hill (2009), race and class are often implied by the genre of Hip 
Hop itself, since its history is rooted in a culture that is predominantly Black or Latino 
and economically disadvantaged (Jeffries, 2007). In some ways, the understanding that 
Hip Hop is a reflection of Black, Latino, and urban culture allows for race to be unnamed 
in spaces that engage with Hip Hop texts. Some of the students in Hill’s study, for 
example, avoided the term “Black” by using terms such as “urban,” “street,” or “Hip 
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Hop” (Hill, 2009). Hill (2009) writes that this type of language “enabled the students to 
discuss issues of race without explicitly invoking racial identifiers” (p. 52). Keisha, a 
Black student in Hill’s class, explained that the use of terms that signify race without 
naming it makes the students feel more comfortable in talking about race. During one 
class discussion, she stated, “Sometimes it’s hard to talk about race because it can start 
trouble. When I talk about hip-hop and hip-hop people, it makes it easier” (Hill, 2009, p. 
52). While it is important that students have a common and “safe” language with which 
they can have conversations about race and identity, the use of terms such as “urban,” 
“street,” or “Hip Hop” to refer to people of color is inherently problematic, since it 
conflates, marginalizes, and essentializes race and culture. Referring to his Hip Hop 
Literature class, Hill (2009) writes, “For some of the Black students, failure to satisfy the 
conditions of authentic Blackness made them feel unauthorized to fully participate in 
certain aspects of classroom life” (p. 63). Not only did some of the White students in 
Hill’s class refrain from participation due to their “outsider” status of not being Black, but 
some of the Black students also experienced “feelings of otherness” (Hill, 2009, p. 63) 
since they did not identify as closely with Hip Hop (and therefore with “Blackness”) as 
did the other students of color. Similar to the findings of Clay (2003), many of these 
students associated Black identity with Hip Hop identity, thereby excluding or 
marginalizing those students who did not or could not claim both.  
 Similarly, while the subject of class and social positioning comes up in 
Dimitriadis’ (2009) study in the examination of the film Panther, the study lacks any 
discussion of the role that gender or race plays in students’ interpretations of and 
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connections to Hip Hop texts. Although Dimitriadis specifically discusses the 
significance of race, specifically African-American culture, in the production and 
performance of Hip Hop, there is no indication that the young people in the study 
participated in any explicit discussion of race in connection to the Hip Hop texts. While 
the aforementioned studies engage students in culturally relevant and critical literacy 
practices, discussions about race, culture, or gender were not often taken up explicitly or 
extensively within classroom discussion described by the literature thus far.  
In his analysis of current research on Hip Hop education, Stovall (2006) indicates 
that there is a lack of discussion on race, gender, violence, and drug culture. Clay (2003) 
writes that further research is needed that explores the link between Hip Hop identity 
performance and the racial and sexualized identities of Black females. Hill (2009) insists 
that there must be more investigation into “the relationships between hip-hop culture and 
the ever-expanding range of economic, political, and social arrangements that shape its 
consumption and production” (p. 121) and that this research must occur through 
examination of how individuals interact daily with Hip Hop culture.  In addition to these 
gaps, there is also minimal research on the impact of Hip Hop education in suburban 
schools. Both Stovall (2006) and Morrell (2004) argue that since suburban students make 
up the majority of consumers purchasing Hip Hop music, it is imperative that current 
research investigates the ways in which suburban youth engage with Hip Hop music and 
culture and how this phenomenon impacts the culture and community of Hip Hop.  
 Williams’s (2009) study of critical Hip Hop pedagogy in a high school 
extracurricular project utilizing a Freireian framework and critical social theory begins to 
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address some of these gaps. In this research project, utilizing “Cypher sessions… a series 
of Freireian intergroup dialogues that interrogated Hip Hop culture through a critical 
lens” (Williams, 2009, p. 8), Williams played the role of participant/observer researcher, 
while an English teacher from the school coordinated the sessions. Through his 
facilitation, Williams aimed to enact the problem-posing method described by Freire as a 
means to support the students in gaining consientização, or critical consciousness, 
through a democratic exchange of knowledge, and to gain understanding of the ways in 
which “students develop critical awareness of their own lives and how this awareness 
shapes the development of their identities inside and outside of mainstream academic 
settings” (Williams, 2009, p. 5). He also wanted the participants to see themselves as 
subjects, rather than objects of their own learning and of their social environments. 
 During the weekly sessions of the C3 project, the participants in Williams’ study 
discussed Hip Hop culture and its impact on society and their daily realities. Through 
these dialogues, the participants were able to move beyond the question of “What are 
some problems with Hip Hop?” (Williams, 2009, p. 9) and began to address the ways in 
which they may be complicit in these problems as consumers. While Williams admits that 
it was a difficult process for the participants to begin to envision themselves as 
empowered individuals who are capable of taking significant action, many of the 
participants did begin to acknowledge the actions that they could take in addressing the 
problems they found within Hip Hop, such as violence and misogyny, and bringing about 
change. According to Williams (2009), “The participants here were able to begin the 
process of constructing alternative realities as they started to move from the fatalistic 
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place of ‘This is the way that Hip Hop is’ to the position of empowerment of ‘This is 
what can be done to change the direction of Hip Hop culture” (p. 13). One critique of this 
conclusion lies in the focus on Hip Hop as the source of the “problem” and the system 
that is in need of repair. This focus runs the risk of scapegoating Hip Hop as the cause of 
oppression for particular identity groups, rather than a result of it.  
Contribution to the Field 
While there is a growing body of academic research on the use of Hip Hop 
lessons, texts, and pedagogies in secondary classrooms, there is much less scholarship 
dealing with classes dedicated entirely to the study of Hip Hop as both literary text and 
culture. Additionally, while many studies of Hip Hop education reflect theories of cultural 
relevance in the classroom, fewer classroom studies adequately explore the use of Hip 
Hop texts to investigate culture and identity from a critical perspective. Critical media 
literacy, as undertaken in this research project, is distinct from media education in that it 
“focuses on ideology critique and analyzing the politics of representation of crucial 
dimensions of gender, race, class, and sexuality; incorporating alternative media 
production; and expanding textual analysis to include issues of social context…” (Kellner 
& Share, 2007). Much research on classrooms that engage with Hip Hop and popular 
culture falls within the category of media education, but has yet to provide adequate 
information on how Hip Hop texts can be read for critical understanding and how these 
spaces can become sites of media production that challenges mainstream ideologies. 
Additionally, while many studies of Hip Hop Based Education focus on the ways in 
which Hip Hop music and culture reflects the identities of its consumers and participants, 
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fewer studies investigate or problematize the complex process through which individual 
identity is constructed through, or even against, popular culture.  
My research seeks to further address some of the aforementioned gaps, while also 
contributing to an understanding of the impact of critical media literacy studies in 
education and the use of critical Hip Hop literacies in the classroom. Since Morrell and 
Duncan-Andrade (2002), Hill (2009), and Stovall (2006) all studied the implementation 
of Hip Hop-based curriculum in academic spaces at the same time that they were the 
creators and teachers of this curriculum, it was necessary for these researchers to study 
their own classrooms. Similarly, I chose to conduct research in my own classroom, 




 In this chapter, I detail the context of the HHLC class and the students in the 
class. I also describe the data collection methods and rationale for these methods, the 
ways in which this data was analyzed, the role that my identity as a teacher, researcher, 
and Hip Hop enthusiast played in the process of teaching and researching, and the 
limitations of the study. For this study, I chose to use a qualitative approach since I was 
interested in gathering information about how students individually and collectively 
responded to media texts and how they interacted with the texts and with each other in a 
classroom setting. Another research approach may not “capture the subtleties of 
interpersonal emotion” and “cannot convey a nuanced understanding or feeling for the 
individuals and social contexts under observation” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 83).  
 The genre of intrinsic case study was most appropriate for this study since it 
allows for a detailed description of the unique setting of this classroom and participants 
and an understanding of the ways in which the setting and classroom dynamics 
engendered particular reactions from and between the students. Creswell (2007) defines 
case study as an “approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system… over 
time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of 
information… and reports a case description and case-based themes” (p. 73, italics in 
original removed). This method of investigation allowed for a more thorough process of 
data collection through multiple methods and an increased potential for analysis 
(Creswell, 2007). 
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 In planning this study, I chose to use my own classroom as the case, or “bounded 
system,” for multiple reasons. In a practical sense, as a full-time teacher interested in 
researching students’ Hip Hop literacies in an academic context, and more specifically the 
implementation of a critical Hip Hop literacy framework in a mainstream classroom, 
analyzing data from my own class seemed the most appropriate means to conduct this 
study. While many teachers who work with Hip Hop education in the classroom often do 
so as a small unit within a larger English or Humanities curriculum, the class that I taught 
was solely dedicated to the study of Hip Hop literature and culture, thus providing the 
ideal space to examine the impact that this form of critical media literacy pedagogy may 
have on students’ literacy development and self-reflection on identity and popular culture. 
Additionally, while the field of teacher research is a much-contested space, based upon 
past research and literature, I determined that critical teacher inquiry would be the most 
appropriate and meaningful approach to this study since it is rooted in self-reflection, 
critical analysis, and action toward social justice (Duncan-Andrade, 2004). 
Review of Literature on Teacher Inquiry 
 The most basic definition of teacher research is of teachers researching their own 
classrooms (Lankshear & Knobel, 2010). The theory of action research was first 
developed by Kurt Lewin in the 1940’s, and became popularized in the field of education 
nearly a decade later. However, due to positivist criticism that teacher inquiry was 
ungeneralizable and lacked sufficient evidence to make meaningful claims, the movement 
lost much of its credibility and popularity in educational research (Anderson, Herr, & 
Nihlen, 2007). Disagreement regarding teacher research is mainly rooted in the idea of 
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knowledge production. Historically, those who produce “knowledge” about education 
tend to be those who are outside of the classroom and are, therefore, the least connected 
to and impacted by the practicality of classroom life (Kincheloe, 2003). Cochran-Smith 
and Lytle (1993) disagree with the idea that “teachers are expected to learn about their 
own profession not by studying their own experiences but by studying the findings of 
those who are not themselves school-based teachers” (p. 1). Teacher researchers attempt 
to address this gap by conducting case studies that directly address the questions, 
challenges, and concerns of teachers and students in classrooms. 
 Education researchers such as Lankshear and Knobel (2010) and Fishman and 
McCarthy (2000) identify two distinct strands, or theories, of teacher inquiry: one is that 
of Lawrence Stenhouse (1975), who is credited with attempting to democratize 
educational research by advocating for practitioner inquiry (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
1993), and Ann Berthoff (1987), whose approach privileges teacher experience as a basis 
for the construction of knowledge (Lankshear & Knobel, 2010). While the Stenhouse 
model emphasizes a rigorous and systematic method of data collection and analysis, 
Berthoff (1987) introduced the concept of “RE-searching,” or reflecting on previous 
encounters and experience for the purpose of analysis. She argues, “We do not need new 
information: we need to think about the information we have” (Berthoff, p. 30). While 
Lankshear and Knobel (2010) acknowledge the validity of both approaches, stating that 
Berthoff and Stenhouse share many views in common, including their rejection of 
positivist norms and addressing practical classroom concerns, the authors caution that a 
superficial interpretation of Berthoff’s ideas can result in “poor quality data” that is 
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uncritical, disorganized, and lacking in rigor (Lankshear & Knobel, 2010). Similarly, 
Fishman and McCarthy (2000) see the merits of incorporating both Stenhousian and 
Berthoffian theories in their collaborative research, at the same time that they offer valid 
criticism of each: 
 Systematic classroom inquiry can adopt an academic voice that severely limits its  
 audience, its analytic language and global point of view serving as a barrier for  
 classroom teachers who might otherwise be interested readers. Conversely, teacher  
 stories can be so meagerly theorized, thematized, or academically contextualized  
 that their authors miss important chances to mine the material at hand and reveal  
 their work’s broader significance. (p. 6)  
 Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) explain that in teacher research, “Subjective and 
local knowing rather than objectified and distanced ‘truth’ is the goal” (p. 58). Not only 
can “insider” research provide more detailed and specific accounts of teaching and 
learning, but it also provides narratives and examples that may prove significant for other 
contexts. In other words, “... understanding one classroom helps us to understand all 
classrooms” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 15).  
 According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), “teacher research makes 
problematic in a different way the relationships of researcher and researched, theory and 
practice, knower and knowledge, process and product. When teachers do research, the 
gap between researcher and researched is narrowed” (p. 58). Teacher inquiry, when 
carried out critically and systematically, can provide immeasurable opportunity to learn 
more about teaching, learning, and student perception. As Anderson, et. al. (2007) 
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explain, “there is no way an outsider, even an ethnographer who spends years as an 
observer, can acquire the tacit knowledge of a setting that those who act within it daily 
posses” (p. 4). Specifically, practitioner research can provide “insight into the particulars 
of how and why something works and for whom it works within the contexts of particular 
classrooms” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 15). As both a classroom teacher and 
researcher, I have found that academic research can often be dominated by discussion of 
theory with much less attention paid to the practical application of theory. A vital 
component of teacher research is that it combines theory and practice in a way that allows 
for theory to become concretely meaningful and productive in the classroom.  
 As Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) explain, “The unique feature of the questions 
that prompt teacher research is that they emanate from neither theory nor practice alone 
but from critical reflection on the intersection of the two” (p. 15). Because of their 
outsider status, academic researchers tend to ask questions that have less immediate 
relevance for students and teachers in the classroom (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; 
Kincheloe, 2003). Anderson, et. al. (2007) write, “As insiders in the system, practitioners 
have a unique vantage point from which to problem solve. In fact, in this age of 
mandating evidence-based practices, who better than school insiders to produce evidence 
about what works for diverse groups of students” (p. 14).  
 While the audience for academic research is typically comprised of other 
researchers, practitioner research targets a wider audience, and is often more valued and 
utilized by classroom teachers. According to Anderson, et. al. (2007), “practitioners tend 
to find traditional research, which is based on formalistic generalizations, less useful than 
!50
narrative accounts from schools and classrooms that provide them with vicarious 
experience” (p. 46), and Stenhouse (1981) writes, “... there is in the research field of 
education little theory which could be relied upon by the teacher without testing it” (p. 
110). In addition to providing support to other teachers, teacher research also allows for 
greater student involvement in the teaching and learning that takes place in the classroom. 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) purport that teacher inquiry can lead to an understanding 
of how “classroom life” is constructed and the role that teacher actions and perceptions 
play in this process: 
 Essentially, teachers and students negotiate what counts as knowledge in the  
 classroom,  who can have knowledge, and how knowledge can be generated,  
 challenged, and evaluated. We are arguing here that through inquiry, teachers come  
 to understand how this happens in their own classrooms and how their own 
 interpretations of classroom events are shaped. (p. 45) 
Teacher research, then, is a complex process in which the teacher researcher documents 
and analyzes classroom life while simultaneously reflecting on the individual perceptions 
and contexts, including her own, that bring about this unique setting.  
Diverging Paradigms 
 While this study draws from multiple theories and methods within the field of 
teacher research, it is primarily driven by critical theory in that it is grounded in the 
transactional nature of dialogue and the possibilities of transformation through 
interactions between subjects and texts. Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain how research 
from a critical theory perspective differs from positivist and constructivist paradigms: 
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 The transactional nature of inquiry requires a dialogue between the investigator  
 and the subjects of the inquiry; that dialogue must be dialectical in nature to  
 transform ignorance and misapprehensions (accepting historically mediated  
 structures as immutable) into more informed consciousness (seeing how the  
 structures might be changed and comprehending the actions required to effect  
 change)” (p. 110).  
This focus on dialogue and transformation is a central component of critical approaches 
to teacher research. According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), while research that takes on a 
constructivist approach also focuses on the transactions between the investigator and the 
object of investigation, the aim of this approach is to make meanings, or “to distill a 
consensus construction,” (p. 111) rather than to actively work towards change. 
Critical Teacher Inquiry 
 As explained earlier, one critique of academic writing is not that classroom teachers 
are unable to understand it, but rather that it often seems so removed from the classroom 
that it is off-putting for practitioners who seek concrete approaches to teaching that they 
can implement within the constraints of traditional school spaces. My teacher inquiry 
study incorporates the ideas of Stenhouse in that it is “systematic and self 
critical” (Fishman & McCarthy, 2000, p. 13) in addition to the ideas of Berthoff in 
emphasizing the significance of classroom narratives and reflection. However, while 
much of the literature on teacher inquiry describes practitioner research as a means to test 
an idea or intervention strategy (Stenhouse, 1981) in addition to teachers learning more 
about their own teaching (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993), my study is most concerned 
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with understanding the individual narratives and perceptions of the students and how they 
interact with one another in the classroom environment.  
 The methodology of my study is aligned with the ideas of Poetter (1997) and 
Kincheloe (2003), who argue that the results of teacher inquiry should be used not only to 
improve upon teaching practices, but for the larger goal of bringing about “social 
reconstruction” (Poetter, 1997, p. 15). According to Kincheloe (2003), teacher inquiry not 
only has the potential to empower classroom practitioners, but can also have 
transformative effects on the students whom they teach. In order to bring about this 
transformation, teachers must study their own classrooms and seek to gain a complex 
understanding of the students in them. He writes, “schooling cannot be understood 
outside of the social, historical, philosophical, cultural, economic, political, and 
psychological contexts that shape it” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 18). He goes on to state that 
school curriculum cannot adequately support students unless it accounts for these various 
contexts (Kincheloe, 2003). Thus, a critical approach to teacher inquiry involves self-
reflection and a push toward social change.  
 Unlike teacher research that focuses on teaching practices and intervention 
strategies, Kincheloe’s framework emphasizes the need to understand young people and 
their self-perceptions. Patterson (1996) agrees that, “Students’ learning depends on how 
students see themselves” (p. 5). Thus, teacher inquiry must extend beyond the 
examination of teaching experiences alone and must also be concerned with the 
experiences of the students in the classroom. Since teachers have relevant classroom 
experience and regular, insider access to classrooms, they are in an ideal position to 
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gather information about the interaction between students and their learning 
environments. Kincheloe (2003) explains, “If teachers don’t know their students... they 
cannot help them construct a compelling and in-depth view of the world and their role in 
it” (p. 21). This theory of critical teacher research is one that aims for social action and 
change and views teacher inquiry as a potential space for the democratization of both 
education research and school spaces. 
Critical Inquiry in the Dialogic Classroom 
 Fecho (2007) reminds us that in a dialogic classroom, “learning is seen as 
cumulative; response builds upon response” (p. 558). This interplay between students 
ideas and responses to each other’s ideas lies at the heart of this case study. Since 
“elements within the environment or culture may... influence behavior” (Bloomberg & 
Volpe, 2008), this study specifically examines the written and verbal responses of 
students to media texts as experienced in this context. According to Patterson (1996), 
learning can be transformational when “teachers join students in shared inquiry and 
where students’ discourse is valued” (p. 4). Since I was interested in the ways in which 
students interact with media texts in order to both create and derive meaning, in addition 
to studying the implications that this interaction might have for classroom instruction, it 
was necessary that I examine the dialogue that occurred concerning media texts in a 
classroom space. Not only did I want to explore how students discussed the texts, but I 
also wanted to discover how new meaning is made as a result of the transaction between 
the participants and the texts (Patterson, 1996). This transactional approach to learning 
“assumes that knowledge happens in the transactions among people and texts” (Patterson, 
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1996, p. 4). It is through detailed description and analysis of the classroom dialogue that I 
was able to better understand how meaning is made through textual and human 
interactions in academic contexts.   
 While the pedagogical implications of this study may be generalizable to a wider 
audience, the perceptions and reflections of the students are a direct result of their 
individual subjectivities and social interactions. Critics of qualitative research are often 
skeptical of this approach since the results are unpredictable and replication is not 
guaranteed. This is especially true of critical qualitative inquiry, which, according to 
Guba and Lincoln (1994), assumes that “the investigator and the investigated object are 
assumed to be interactively linked, with the values of the investigator… inevitably 
influencing the inquiry” (p. 110). However, as Kincheloe (2003) argues, there is a 
necessary humility in acknowledging the unpredictability of this type of inquiry. He 
explains, “Methodological humility eschews the positivistic impulse to dominate the 
world through knowledge of it” (Kincheloe, 2003, p. 82). Thus, for those of us interested 
in knowing our students and understanding our classrooms, distance and objectivity are 
not only unrealistic but also undesirable.    
Limitations   
 While critical teacher inquiry provides a meaningful framework through which 
practitioners can conduct relevant studies, there are, of course, significant challenges that 
this approach may present. One of these challenges deals with the practicality of 
classroom teaching. While academic researchers have more flexibility in conducting 
observations, documenting, and analyzing data, classroom practitioners must conduct 
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research while simultaneously fulfilling their responsibilities as teachers and faculty 
members. Kincheloe (2003) acknowledges this reality when he writes, “... teachers are 
preoccupied with daily survival- time for reflection and analysis seems remote and even 
quite fatuous given the crisis management atmosphere and the immediate attention that 
survival necessitates” (p. 34). As a researcher in my study, for example, I wanted to 
record my classroom observations and reflections immediately after each class session; 
however, the reality was that I had parents to call, emails to write, paperwork to 
complete, and other classes to teach and plan for throughout the day in addition to the 
task of essay grading that is concomitant with the role of an English teacher. As a result, I 
often had to negotiate my roles as teacher and as researcher, looking for the spaces in 
which the two overlapped, while being conscious of the places where they diverged and 
my responsibilities as a teacher outweighed my curiosity as a researcher. While this study 
focuses on the student responses as the unit of analysis, my own reflections and actions 
throughout the study comprise an integral component of the research process.  
Research Design and Methods 
Research Questions 
 Using this critical approach to teacher inquiry, I entered this project with the aim of 
wanting to understand how the student participants reflected on social identity, especially 
regarding race, class, and gender, through a critical reading of Hip Hop texts in a 
classroom space focused on student discussion. Specifically, I was interested in exploring 
the following questions: 
• What happens when students engage in critical media literacy practices in a high 
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school course devoted to the study of Hip Hop music and culture?  
• How, if at all, does engagement with Hip Hop literature and culture as classroom 
text influence students’ understandings of their social and cultural environments?  
• How does Hip Hop music and culture connect to students’ individual identities?  
• How do students respond to Hip Hop texts and to each other through classroom 
dialogue regarding Hip Hop texts? 
• What challenges can arise when implementing a critical pedagogy of Hip Hop in 
a public school setting? 
Sample 
 This particular high school site was chosen for multiple reasons. Firstly, I 
conducted this research at the school in which I currently teach. This allowed for me to 
collect data on a daily basis and to be immersed in the research site and practices. 
Additionally, the site is one of two high schools in the district that it serves, the other high 
school being my alma mater. By researching in a site with which I had familiarity as both 
a teacher and a student, I was able to draw significant parallels and distinctions between 
my own experience and those of my students. This also allowed for me to better 
understand the context from which my students’ experiences emerged. Finally, positioned 
within a large suburban school district that is statistically the most diverse in its area, this 
site was an ideal location for the study of student identities in non-urban areas.  
 The high school in which the research took place is a Title I school that serves 
students in grades 9-12. It is ranked within the top 500 best schools in the nation and 
within the top 100 best schools in New York State. 64% of the student body is White and 
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less than 15% of the students receive free or reduced lunch. While the demographics of 
the class described within this study are not representative of the larger student body, it is 
important to understand the larger context of this classroom within the school space. 
Table I below  illustrates the demographics of the high school in which this study was 5
conducted. 
Table 1 
Despite the small sample of 9 students, the students in the HHLC class came from 
diverse ethnic, racial, and economic backgrounds. They registered for the class in the 
2011-2012 school year, based upon the description of the course in the course-offering 
booklet (see Appendix A). Aside from my passing out flyers describing the class to 
English classrooms across the high school, the description in the course offering booklet 
was the only recruitment tool used. The class was offered to students in grades 10-12 who 
Total Number of Students 1480
Total Number of Teachers 99








 Data from 2015 U.S. News and World Report5
!58
could take it for a half-year English credit. As an elective course, the HHLC class did not 
satisfy any particular requirements for the students outside of academic credit accrual. 
When the class began, there were ten students officially enrolled in the class, and one 
student who attended every other day during his free period. Two of the enrolled students 
were female. The other eight were male. Four of the students identified as African 
American, or Black, and the other seven students identified as White. Several weeks into 
the semester, two of the White, male students dropped the class. Table 2 below outlines 
the racial and gendered make up of the class by the end of the semester.  
Table 2 
Student profiles. On the first day of class, the students were asked to share their 
names, a favorite line from a Hip Hop song, and what brought them to the class. The 
following profiles provide a brief introduction to all of the participants in this study, 
including those who eventually dropped the class. I list the students’ grade level, race and 
gender as documented by the school, any relationship I had had with them prior to the 
start of the HHLC class, and their responses to the question I asked on the first day of 
class. Later in this paper, I provide a more developed description and analysis of Drew, 











by name, grade level, race, and gender. 
Table 3 
Anthony- a White, male student in 12th grade. Anthony had not been in one of my classes 
before; however, we knew each other from his participation in the school’s theatre 
program during the time that I served as one of the directors. Anthony was also a 
prominent art student in the building. On the first day of class, Anthony explained that he 
did not listen to a lot of Hip Hop music, but was interested in the class. Throughout the 
semester, Anthony was an active participant in class discussions. He was also close 
friends with both Sasha and Sonya and often agreed with and supported their ideas in 
class. As a gay, male, student, Anthony was often interested in pushing boundaries. This 
was evident in his clothing choices- he often wore vintage men’s and women’s clothing 
and eyeliner- and in his interest in conversations that dealt with the limitations that are 
Student Name Grade Level Race Gender
Anthony 12 White Male
Derek 12 White Male
Drew 12 Black Male
Harrison 12 White Male
J.C. 12 White Male
Jake 12 White Male
Leon 12 Black Male
Mark 12 White Male
Sasha 12 White Female
Sonya 11 Black Female
Trey 11 Black Male
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placed on identities.   
Derek- a White male student in 12th grade. I knew Derek from when he was a student in 
my 10th grade English class two years earlier. Derek said that he joined the class because 
he loved Hip Hop. Five weeks into the semester, he dropped the class, stating that he 
wanted to have a lunch period. During the time that he was enrolled in the class, Derek 
participated infrequently and spoke most often to Drew. 
Drew- a Black, male student in 12th grade. On the first day of class, Drew said that he 
listened to Hip Hop and that he wrote rhymes. Early in the semester, Drew was generally 
quiet in class, especially after Derek left. However, he participated more over time and 
contributed his own perspectives to the class. Drew was also very concerned with his 
grades in class, often asking specific questions about the grading policy for particular 
assessments.  
Harrison- a White, male student in 12th grade. Harrison and I did not know each other 
before this class began. On the first day of class, Harrison expressed his passion for Hip 
Hop music. He wrote rhymes and had an expansive knowledge of Hip Hop artists- 
especially those who were not mainstream. Harrison often introduced the class to new 
artists and songs. He was also an active participant in class discussions until he dropped 
the class six weeks into the semester. The reason that he gave was that the class was not 
what he thought it was going to be.  
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J.C.- a White, male student in 12th grade. I knew J.C. briefly from the few months that he 
had spent as a student in my 10th grade English class two years before. During that year, 
he was sent to an alternative school due to behavior issues. On the first day of class, J.C. 
said that he was a Hip Hop enthusiast. He was especially a fan of Kanye West and also 
very interested in sneakers and fashion. J.C. had a great deal of background knowledge 
regarding Hip Hop artists and contributed this knowledge to class conversations. 
However, he was also very jittery and easily distracted. During class discussions, J.C. 
often interjected comments and, if ignored, would repeat the same thing until he was 
acknowledged. J.C. was friends with Jake, but was especially close to Leon. The two of 
them often sat apart from the other students and carried on side conversations. While J.C. 
participated frequently in class discussion, he rarely submitted written class assignments. 
Although he was enrolled in the class for the duration of the semester, he dropped the 
class after the semester had ended so that the failing grade would not appear on his 
transcript.  
Jake- a White, male student in 12th grade. Jake had also been a student of mine two years 
before in 10th grade English. Since that time, we often spoke in the hallways about Hip 
Hop and in the spring of the year before the class began, Jake expressed his eagerness for 
the HHLC class, one day asking, “We’re gonna talk about the real stuff, though, right? 
Not like ‘Lil Wayne?” Jake was usually the first person in class to know about an album 
or mixtape that was about to drop or that had dropped. He was most excited about new 
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artists such as Kendrick Lamar and ASAP Rocky. At the beginning of the semester, Jake 
had signed up to be the “hype man” for the class and was very vocal early on in the 
semester. However, Jake grew disappointed with the direction of the class. Outside of 
offering background information on particular artists and songs, he participated less in 
class discussions over time. Jake was most interested in class when he had the 
opportunity to play a song that he liked.  
Leon- a Black, male student in 12th grade. I did not know Leon prior to the HHLC class. 
On the first day of class he said that he was a fan of Hip Hop music. However, he was 
typically quiet in class, with the exception of side conversations with J.C. and Jake, and 
did not express much interest in participating or presenting in class. At the beginning of 
the semester, Leon signed up to be the filmographer for our class. However, when I gave 
him the camera to record the student presentations, he sat in the back of the room and 
recorded J.C. and himself acting out instead. Leon often did not submit written 
assignments and, like, J.C. dropped the class after the semester had ended due to the 
failing grade.  
Mark- a White, male, 12th grade student. In response to the prompt on the first day of 
class, Mark stated that he was in the class because his guidance counselor put him in it. 
He also revealed that he did not actively listen to Hip Hop, and could not provide a line 
from a Hip Hop song. In spite of these early pronouncements, Mark was an active 
member in class throughout the entire semester and had a great deal of Hip Hop 
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knowledge. In the HHLC class, he often expressed his vehement disapproval of drug use 
and his distrust of the government and mainstream media. During that year, Mark was 
enrolled in a vocational program for half of the school day, training to be an electrician. 
He finished high school early, graduating in January and enrolling in a program to obtain 
his certification to become an engineer. He did not plan to attend college.   
Sasha- a White, female, 12th grade student. Sasha was a student in my 10th grade honors 
English class two years before. From that year, I knew Sasha as a creative student who 
would turn a simple 10-sentence vocabulary assignment into a 5-paged short story. Sasha 
was a poet and approached me the year before we had begun the HHLC class to ask if I 
would be willing to sign up as an adviser for a spoken word poetry club that she wanted 
to establish. Later that year, I gave Sasha an entry form for a local spoken word poetry 
contest I knew about that offered prizes in the form of scholarship money. Sasha entered 
the event and while she did not end up winning a prize, this experience introduced her to 
a community organization of poets that would ultimately transform her writing, her 
identity, and her life. In class, Sasha was an active participant in class discussions and 
was eager to facilitate full class sessions. While Sasha missed a number of class days due 
to Hurricane Sandy and college visits, she was fully present while in class and motivated 
to engage in class dialogue. Sasha entered the class stating that she did not actively listen 
to much Hip Hop music, but from her experience with the poetry group, she was familiar 
with a number of local artists and social justice oriented Hip Hop music.   
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Sonya- a Black, female, 11th grade student who moved at the age of 12 from a nearby 
city to the suburban town in which the school is located. She identifies very strongly with 
the city and with her family background. Amongst all of the participants, Sonya was the 
most vocal student in the class, actively expressing her views and sharing personal stories 
in the context of class discussion. 
Trey- a Black, male, 11th grade student. Trey was a student in my 10th grade English class 
during the previous year. Trey was not an active or a diligent student during that year, but 
he was always kind and gentle. After class, Trey, another student, and I would often 
spend a few minutes talking about Hip Hop music. Although Trey had expressed that he 
was eager to take the HHLC class, I did not see him on the first day. When I asked him 
about the class he said that he had to take Driver’s Ed, which was a quarter credit class. 
This meant that Trey was off every other day during the period that the HHLC class met. 
Since he could not enroll in the class, Trey attended unofficially and participated in class 
discussions, but was not responsible for completing class assignments.  The other 
students knew and respected Trey, and on the first day that he came to class, they were 
excited that he was there. While Trey’s participation was minimal due to his unofficial 
status and quiet nature, when he did contribute to class conversation, it was usually with a 
statement that was well thought-out and unapologetic. Even in moments when most of 
the class had agreed on a particular idea, Trey would causally enter the conversation and 
unapologetically disagree, backing up his views with a well-reasoned explanation.   
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The Class 
 The HHLC class was a discussion-based class that met every day for an entire 
semester. After examining other Hip Hop class curriculums, consulting with colleagues 
who had taught similar courses, and identifying themes that I found significant in Hip 
Hop literature and culture, I designed a curriculum that was divided into four thematic 
units: Hip Hop and its Roots; Hip Hop History and Culture; Gender and Hip Hop; and 
Hip Hop and the World (Appendix H). Hill (2009) discusses the importance of student 
choice when he warns against the dangers of saturating a Hip Hop based curriculum with 
teacher-selected texts. While I did select particular texts, including songs, films, and 
music videos that I wanted the class to focus on, I also wanted to account for student 
choice by encouraging the students to bring in texts that they thought connected to the 
themes and ideas of each unit. 
 While I entered the class with a grasp on Hip Hop as I knew it, I was much less 
familiar with the specific artists and songs that my students were listening to. Kincheloe 
(2003) argues that teachers must be exposed to the media with which their students 
engage in order to better understand them and their perspectives. Throughout the 
semester, I learned about new Hip Hop songs from my students and infused many of 
these texts into the curriculum. When my students mentioned or brought in artists who 
were unfamiliar to me, I made it a point to go home and learn more about these artists 
and their music. This helped me to stay somewhat current with the shifts in Hip Hop 
music and culture and with my students’ popular cultural engagement. These texts 
oftentimes brought about unplanned, yet relevant class conversations. 
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 Throughout the semester, the curriculum changed significantly based upon 
recurring themes that I found in student discussion, my exposure to the Hip Hop texts that 
my students introduced to the class, and my own developing understandings and 
questions about Hip Hop culture. One example of this is the unit that I added called “Hip 
Hop and the Imagination.” I saw the necessity for this unit after participating in an online 
discussion amongst Hip Hop educators about “reality” in Hip Hop and reflecting on the 
concept of authenticity that the HHLC class had been grappling with since the beginning 
of the semester. This inspired me to bring the online conversation to my students in the 
context of authenticity and imagination. Specifically, I wanted to investigate the complex 
line between “faking” and “re-imagining” in Hip Hop artists and music. We ended up 
spending a great deal of time on the unit and continued to explore this question 
throughout the semester.  
 Another amendment that I made to the curriculum dealt with reading material. 
Earlier in the semester, I introduced selected chapters of Jeff Chang’s book Can’t Stop 
Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip Hop Generation (2005) to the class. I quickly realized 
that the length and language of the writing intimidated the students and turned them off 
of the readings. Even when we read aloud and discussed the chapters together, the 
students seemed generally disinterested and resistant to reading such a difficult text. I 
decided to remove the chapters from the curriculum and only brought in articles that were 
shorter and more accessible for the students in terms of language.  
 For the most part, the structure of the class was as follows: I would introduce a 
concept, idea, theme, or question at the beginning of class. I then presented Hip Hop song 
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lyrics either by distributing the printed out songs to the students or displaying the lyrics 
from the computer projector. In general, I read the lyrics with the students before 
listening to the song, and sometimes I chose not to play the song altogether. When the 
textual focus of the day was a music video, we watched the video on the computer 
projector and I asked the students to write questions and ideas for discussion. Structured 
discussions took place with the students by forming a circle with our desks and having a 
conversation without raising hands. In the early part of the semester, I facilitated these 
discussions with a set of pre-determined discussion questions or study guide questions 
which I displayed to the class using the computer projector. As the students grew more 
comfortable with class discussion, the guiding questions became more student-generated.  
Oftentimes, discussions happened spontaneously with students still sitting at their desks 
in rows. Some lessons utilized learning stations, in which students moved in small groups 
around the room to read and respond to texts and questions. Other lessons utilized groups 
or pairs for close-reading and analysis of song lyrics.  
 There were many lessons during the semester in which the students presented the 
texts and/or discussion focus. Some of these presentations were assigned to the students, 
while others were impromptu or requested by individual students. There were four 
summative assessments during the semester. The first assessment was a partner project 
during the imagination unit in which students were asked to choose a partner and a Hip 
Hop artist to focus on (Appendix D). Together, they chose an autobiographical song by 
that artist and an autobiographical narrative written or spoken by that person that is not a 
song (i.e. an interview, letter, or memoir). After reading and analyzing both texts, they 
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prepared a presentation that analyzed the artist’s self-constructed persona as displayed in 
their music and that person’s character as reflected in their more personal narrative. For 
the mid-term assignment, I asked the students to create a mixtape containing at least 10 
songs and an explanation for how each song “connects to, reflects, discusses, or responds 
to the ideas/questions” discussed in class so far (Appendix E). The third summative 
assessment asked the students to select a topic within the remaining class units (Options 
included gender, education, social justice, and criminal justice) and facilitate a lesson 
with the class that explored this topic (Appendix F). The final assessment for the course 
required the students to create a Hip Hop autobiography that could take a form of their 
choice, including a film, music album, or graphic representation (Appendix G). This 
project would explore the students’ individual connection to Hip Hop, development with 
and/or through Hip Hop, and understanding of the role of Hip Hop in their lives (Kelly, 
2016).  
Data Collection  
 Ethics. As a teacher researcher, there were many ethical considerations that 
influenced the design of this study. One concern that is raised when teachers research 
their own classrooms is that students must be made aware of the study’s purposes and 
data collection methods. In order to address this issue, I clearly explained the study and 
data collection to the students on the first day of class. Before the study began, I collected 
permission forms from the research participants and their parents or guardians, separately 
giving consent to record class discussions and to participate in the study. My research 
assistant, who was not a teacher in the class, collected the consent forms while I was not 
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present, and kept them in a sealed envelope for the duration of the semester so that I 
could not see which students consented to participation or not until after grades were 
submitted. This process was to ensure that students did not feel coerced to participate and 
that I was not biased as a teacher towards students who did not choose to participate 
(Anderson, 2007). For the follow up interviews that I conducted after the students had 
graduated, I again collected permission and consent forms from the participants. No 
parental permission was needed at this point, as they were all over 18.  
 Data collection overview. During the course of the study, I gathered data by audio 
recording class discussions and by collecting student work, which included completed 
study guides, class notes, constructed responses to class texts and discussions, and 
summative assessments. I ultimately transcribed 25 audio recordings of class sessions 
that took place over the course of the 5-months semester, from September to January. It 
should be noted here that in October of this year, Hurricane Sandy wreaked havoc across 
the Northeast, and the school was out of session for a full week while it worked to regain 
power and transportation. This week was eventually added back into the school calendar 
in February, but the class had already ended by then, so it was one week shorter than it 
would have been. Additionally, due to the hurricane, Sasha was displaced for a number of 
days after school reopened and was therefore absent for a few consecutive class sessions. 
In addition to the classroom recordings, I also transcribed one audio recording of a 
meeting that I had with a select group of students in the class during the semester, one 
follow-up meeting that I had with 6 of the 9 participants which took place four months 
after the class had ended, and 3 follow-up interviews that I conducted individually with 3 
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of the participants in the third year after the class had ended. In addition to the audio 
recordings, I also collected data from video recordings of particular events that took place 
during class. This included class presentations, student testimonials that were recorded 
for a presentation on the school’s elective offerings, and student testimonials that were 
recorded after a class field trip. Accompanying the student-driven data, I also collected 
data by writing researcher memos (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) that documented my 
observations, insights and subjectivities (Peshkin, 1988) as a teacher and researcher in 
this class. These memos, or in my case teacher journals, in addition to field notes, post 
facto notes, and video recordings of class presentations, not only allowed for me to reflect 
on my teaching and research, but also provided an additional lens through which I could 
view and understand the classroom. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), 
teacher journals “provide rich data about classroom life that can be used by academics to 
construct and reconstruct theories of teaching and learning” (p. 20). Additionally, 
Kincheloe (2003) argues that the use of teacher journals increases teachers’ ability to take 
action based upon their reflections. My researcher memos contained my personal 
reactions to student responses and to the Hip Hop texts that the students brought into the 
classroom. The memos also documented my struggles to be unbiased for the sake of 
research, and my constant vacillation between teacher and researcher. At the end of the 
semester, the students in the class also completed an anonymous survey about their 
experiences in the class and how it could be improved for the future. Results from this 
survey were also included in my data collection.  
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Unit of Analysis 
 Rodriguez (2009) describes Hip Hop culture as a “dialogue with the world” and, 
more specifically, “between youth and the world in which they operate daily” (p. 21). In 
describing Hip Hop as a foundation for engaging with students’ stories and experiences in 
the K-12 classroom, Rodriguez (2009) explains, “This dialogue emerges through music, 
art, dancing, writing, and political activism. One way to capitalize upon the possibilities 
associated with dialoguing is to deliberately use the high school and university classroom 
as space for young people to dialogue with one another” (p. 21). Like Rodriguez, I 
recognized the potential power of young people discussing Hip Hop in a classroom space. 
In the HHLC class, my unit of analysis was the students’ written and verbal responses to 
class texts and discussions along with submitted projects and presentations. The research 
was focused on student response and not on curricular materials or teaching practices, 
since an analysis of the latter would have been complicated by my position as teacher, 
researcher, and curriculum designer (Agee, 2009). I also chose to focus on student 
response since I wanted to portray the students through their own words (Luttrell, 2009) 
and give power to the students’ voices and experiences (Hill, 2009) by documenting their 
stories and perspectives.  
 Written reflection. Documentation of students’ written responses is important here 
since what is said openly in a classroom may be influenced by the public nature of 
dialogue and may not truly or fully reflect a student’s thoughts.  According to Lankshear 
and Knobel (2010), “Data written by study participants... are records of what research 
participants believe and think as seen from their own ‘insider’ perspectives, and reflect 
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how they think and express themselves in writing rather than in speech” (p. 247). 
Additionally, the format of written responses allows more time for reflection and idea 
development than can the format of class discussion.  
 Class discussion. In addition to collecting students’ written reflections, I also chose 
to record class discussion in order to gain an understanding of the ways in which students 
collectively made meaning from text based on their individual experiences and their 
social interactions within the class. Frith (1996) explains that social groups “only get to 
know themselves as groups ... through cultural activity, through aesthetic judgment” (p. 
111). Therefore, documenting the ways in which individual identities are expressed and 
group identities are formed through collective interaction with popular music is integral 
to the understanding of youth identity development and popular culture. Recording this 
“contextualized spoken data” can preserve the “complexity of and relationships between 
the interactions, activities and language uses that take place” in the classroom (Lankshear 
& Knobel, 2010, p. 195). Rosenblatt (1978) explains this transactional theory when she 
writes, “To see man as separate from his environment, being affected by it, or affecting it, 
does not do justice to the ecological process, in which man and his environment are part 
of a total situation... each conditioned by and conditioning the other” (p. 18). Through 
this lens, popular texts and young people’s identities cannot be understood independently 
from each other.  
 While much research on Hip Hop in the classroom focuses on the ways in which 
students’ literacy practices and academic engagement are impacted by the use of Hip Hop 
in academic settings, my study aims to investigate student perception and discussion 
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regarding Hip Hop culture, as exhibited through Hip Hop texts, and their individual 
identities in the context of an academic space. Thus, classroom dialogue became vital to 
the collection of data for this project. In no other way could I capture the complexities of 
the process of learning and meaning-making that takes place in the classroom. Patterson 
(1996) reminds us that learning communities are complex systems that can only be 
understood through the acknowledgement of this complexity and observation of 
classroom discourse: 
 This complexity means that there are no clear questions or simple answers, and  
 small decisions can have significant and unpredicted effects. This complexity also  
 means that change is a constant, context is critical, and important truths lie within  
 the participants’ perceptions. To study these learning systems, we must use   
 approaches that recognize complexity and that can capture meanings from multiple  
 perspectives across time. (p. 5) 
According to Patterson (1996), classroom dialogue is not only critical to the study of 
teaching and learning, but it is also important to the understanding of young peoples’ 
experiences and development over time. Through the recording of dialogue in the HHLC 
class over the course of the semester, “I was able to gather data that may reveal the ways 
in which class texts, student discussion, and individual reflection interact to create 
meaning over time,” an opportunity that few Hip Hop programs outside of school spaces 
can provide (Kelly, 2016, p. 532) since attendance is not mandatory in most programs 
and daily sessions are less frequent. As vital as it is to collect students’ individual 
narratives and reflections in order to better understand the students, it is also undeniable 
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that students’ perceptions are influenced by those of others. According to Lankshear and 
Knobel (2010), “We often get clearer understandings of ourselves and our own practices, 
beliefs, assumptions, values, opinions, worldviews and the like by encountering ones that 
are quite different from our own, and that throw our own into relief and provide us with a 
perspective on them” (p. 8). While critical reading is often associated with the transaction 
between the reader and the text (Rosenblatt, 1978), the process of “RE-searching,” 
according to Berthoff (1987) accounts for the role that context plays in this transaction. 
She explains, “The dialogue with the text, which is the point of departure for all critical 
reading, is being REpresented in a social context and has thus become accessible to 
critical response and review” (p. 7). The purpose, then, of recording class discussion in 
this study is to begin to examine the ways in which these ideological transactions take 
place in a classroom engaged in critical literacy practices.   
Video recording. Lankshear and Knobel (2010) explain that video recorded data can 
provide additional context and meaning to spoken data. While audio recording can 
capture language and ideas, video recorded data can capture visual information such as 
facial expressions, hand gestures, and visual stimulus. I especially wanted to capture 
student presentations on video since visual media was oftentimes a main component of 
the presentations, in addition to students’ physical expressions. Both for ideological and 
practical reasons, I asked for student volunteers to be responsible for video recording in 
the classroom. This allowed for me to focus on teaching rather than on recording. 
Additionally, this invited the students to become creators and collaborators in the 
construction of the classroom narrative. Not only did video recording provide the 
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students with a means to document their perspectives as participants in the classroom, but 
it also gave me insight into how they physically situated themselves and others, including 
me, in the classroom.  
Kincheloe (2003) reminds us that, “good teaching involves, simply, teachers listening 
to students” (p. 39). While this idea seems simple enough, the complexity of the learning 
community and the demanding responsibilities of the classroom teacher make the simple 
task of listening much more difficult. Because this study focuses on a class that is 
engaged in critical discussion, individual reflection, and young people’s lives and culture 
as class text, the context of this class is the ideal space to take a step back from the focus 
on teaching in order to listen to students, to better understand their experiences and 
perceptions as individuals and as learners, and to critically examine the ways in which 
learning occurs around cultural texts in school spaces.  
Data Analysis 
 In order to analyze this data, I first transcribed the 25 audio recordings and 
conducted open coding to see what themes emerged from the data (Creswell, 2007). 
Additionally, I looked for evidence of critical literacy skills as developed through 
participation in the HHLC class according to the definitions and descriptions put forth by 
previous scholarship. After analyzing this data, I conducted follow-up interviews with 3 
of the participants based on the questions and insights that emerged from the data. I then 
transcribed these interviews and looked for moments in which my analyses may have 
been inconsistent with the participants’ ideas or understandings and moments in which 
the participants’ ideas and my analyses overlapped.  
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 Analyzing media codes. This involves the students’ ability to notice and evaluate 
the messages conveyed through symbols, images, and language in popular texts. Kellner 
and Share (2007) explain, “ideology critique and analyzing the politics of representation 
[are] crucial dimensions of gender, race, class, and sexuality” (p. 4). Based on this idea, I 
looked for evidence of students reading texts beyond their explicit messages and 
discussing the implicit meanings or possibilities of these texts.  
 Challenging stereotypes and ideologies. When media consumers challenge 
stereotypes, they are able to recognize the images, identities, and themes in popular 
media that are conveyed as stereotypes and that are not truly consistent with reality. 
Additionally, they are able to identify messages and representations that actively 
challenge preexisting stereotypes. Parmar (2006), for example, argues, “Rap music can be 
used as a tool to help dispel stereotypes and false perceptions of black culture” (p. 2). 
Those who are critically literate can distinguish between messages that reinforce 
dominant values and beliefs and those that challenge or resist such ideas. According to 
Kellner and Share (2007), “Critical media literacy involves the politics of representation 
in which the form and content of media messages are interrogated in order to question 
ideology, bias, and the connotations explicit and implicit in the representation” (p. 14). In 
analyzing the transcriptions of class discussions, I coded for moments in which students 
were recognizing or interrogating the ideologies embedded in Hip Hop texts and 
moments in which students may be voicing resistance to these messages.  
 Using media to make sense of social context. Hip Hop texts form an ideal site 
for critical literacy since they inherently contain messages that reflect the social context 
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of the authors and, oftentimes, of their communities. According to Parmar (2006), a 
critical reading of Hip Hop texts can allow consumers to “examine the social, political, 
and cultural inequalities in their lives” (p. 4). In my data analysis, I looked for evidence 
of the participants’ using Hip Hop texts as a lens through which to better understand their 
lived experiences and social and cultural environments. This included moments in which 
the students reflected on their own experiences through the lens of the class text and 
moments in which students recalled past experiences as a lens through which to better 
understand the text.  
 Examining relationships of power. As Kellner and Share (2007) explain, a 
central component of critical media literacy is the ability to examine relationships of 
power as reflected in media texts. A critical analysis of power relationships in popular 
texts reveals, “an understanding of ideology, power, and domination that challenges 
relativist and apolitical notions …” (Kellner & Share, 2007). Within the transcriptions, I 
looked for moments in which students were identifying inequalities in terms of power 
relationships.  
 Deconstructing controlling images. One difficulty involved in critical analysis 
of popular culture is that dominant ideologies can be so deeply entrenched in popular 
media that they become normalized and internalized by consumers. As a result, gaining 
critical distance from these texts and ideologies poses a challenge. Critical literacy 
involves, “ exposing a concept as ideological or culturally constructed rather than as 
natural or a simple reflection of reality” (Collins, 2009, p. 18). Within their discussions of 
Hip Hop texts, I looked for evidence of students identifying the social construction of 
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images, ideas, and narratives and how they seem normalized through culture.  
Subjectivities 
The Impossibility of Neutrality  
 While teachers researching their own classrooms are often seen as biased parties in 
contrast to outside researchers, Anderson (2007) reminds us, “no research is neutral” (p. 
5). Thus, while I initially attempted to remain “neutral” during my research process, I 
quickly began to recognize the ways in which this was just not possible. Instead, I 
utilized my researcher memos as a space to confront my biases and reflect on the ways in 
which they impacted classroom events. Lankshear and Knobel (2010) discuss the 
subjectivity involved with teachers studying their own classrooms when they caution that 
“obtaining critical and evaluative distance can be extremely difficult if we stay within the 
bounds of our familiar discursive contexts and experiences” (p. 8). As a teacher in the 
classroom, I was inextricably invested in the learning that took place, whereas my 
responsibility as a researcher was to observe and take note of what occurred.  
Teacher vs. Researcher 
 As the classroom teacher and creator of the curriculum, I wanted my textual choices 
and discussion topics to be relevant to the students, to foster engaging conversations, and 
to support students in reflecting on their individual and group identities and constructing 
narratives of resistance. These desires made it difficult for me to not constantly judge 
what was happening in the classroom, especially when what was happening was 
inconsistent with my aforementioned goals. Oftentimes, my researcher persona wanted to 
hear from particular students while my teacher persona wanted to provide equal time and 
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talking space to all of the students. As a classroom teacher, I felt obligated to teach well-
structured, standards-based, daily lessons with built-in formative assessments and 
measurable learning goals. This responsibility often conflicted with my desire as a 
researcher to simply foster dialogue and listen to my students. There were also times 
when my teacher-self wanted to discipline a student while my critical researcher-self 
found formal discipline antithetical to my goals of challenging traditional methods of 
schooling. Additionally, the presence of recording devices in the classroom made me very 
self-conscious of how I spoke to students in the classroom, since I did not want to be 
recorded yelling at students or losing control in any way. Thus, at times, my identity as a 
researcher in the class significantly influenced my actions as a teacher in the class. 
Teaching While Black and Female  
 My responses to classroom discussions and to the students themselves were also 
complicated by my identity as one of two Black females in the classroom. Anderson 
(2007) explains, “Our position as male or female, Caucasian or African American, Jewish 
or Muslim influences what we see in our classrooms and what remains invisible to us. 
Even within our own school settings, we may be outsiders” (p. 10). My membership as 
part of this minority group both within the class and within the school as a whole played 
an important role in some of the ways that I did or did not interact with students in the 
classroom. For example, throughout the semester, I was very conscious of how I publicly 
interacted with Sonya, the only Black, female student in the classroom. Since we shared 
these two identities, there were many moments in which Sonya’s statements or stories 
resonated with me more than those of the other students. My experiences with Sonya’s 
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storytelling were validating for me as a teacher and a woman of color. As an educator 
interesting in facilitating spaces for critical dialogue, it was satisfying for me to know that 
Sonya identified this class as a place that enabled her to share and reflect on parts of her 
identity. Additionally, as a Black female who grew up in the same district where Sonya 
was in school and who claimed both urban and suburban identities, I connected 
intimately with Sonya’s stories and experiences.  
 As a result of what I perceived to be our shared identities, when other students 
challenged Sonya’s ideas, it took effort for me to exercise restraint and not openly “side” 
with Sonya. Despite this attempt, there were moments when I would give her more 
talking time than other students or discipline other students more than I disciplined her 
for the same offense. One moment in which I encountered this subjectivity during class 
discussion occurred after the class had watched a documentary that explicitly explored 
the role of race in Hip Hop music and culture. Sonya had just provided a detailed 
response to the video. There was a long pause after she finished speaking, and to fill the 
silence I said the following: “Does anyone have questions?  Connections?  Do you want 
to say, ‘I disagree with you, Sonya.’ 'Cause you're allowed to disagree with us. We're all 
allowed to disagree with each other.” My use of the term “us” here is a clear indication 
that I agreed with the ideas that Sonya had expressed. I had subconsciously used the term 
and subconsciously took a metaphoric stance beside Sonya, inviting the students to 
express whether they were with us or not. While I immediately recognized this folly and 
revised my words to state, “We're all allowed to disagree with each other,” my 
subjectivity was already made clear. Moments such as this one revealed to me and to the 
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students that my ideologies were intertwined with my identities and that both played a 
role in how I interacted with the students and ideas in the class.  
 Being a female teacher in a classroom with a male majority also presented many 
challenging moments in which I fought to restrain my opinions and my innate desire to 
“protect” my female students. The racial differences in the class, and more specifically 
being a Black, female teacher with a majority of White, male students, complicated these 
tensions even further. While this tension is not specific to my class alone, the subject 
matter of the class exacerbated them, since a critical discussion of Hip Hop texts cannot 
truly exist without discussion of the Black, female body (Rose, 2003; Pough, 2004; 
Stokes, 2007) and the violence enacted upon Black and Brown bodies by White power 
structures.  
 In a study that investigates the role of race in predominately White spaces, Smith 
and Lander (2012) discuss the safety and comfort that White students often feel when 
discussing race with a White teacher. They explain that students have “trust in the 
academic knowledge of their White teacher and her concomitant motives for teaching the 
subject; and … trust in the White teacher as a White person ‘like them’” (Smith & Lander 
2012, p. 340). In contrast to this “collusion” between White teachers and students, “The 
Black teacher educator has no such privileges as the full force of the collusive power of 
whiteness is brought to bear on her body. This body… acts to signify (or at least serves to 
remind students) that they are ‘the oppressors,’ (or are at least complicit in the processes 
of oppression)” (Smith & Lander 2012, p. 341). While I had intended for the HHLC class 
to be a space in which I worked with the students to engage in critical dialogue and 
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investigations of the meanings of identity in and outside of Hip Hop culture, my identity 
as a Black female complicated some of the students’ willingness to trust in my intentions 
and to feel comfortable engaging in that space. 
 My subjectivities could perhaps have been a factor in the choice that some of the 
students made to disengage with classroom conversations that dealt with race or gender. 
In fact, when I met with three of these students to ask about what I perceived to be their 
disengagement, Jake stated, “I was waiting ‘til we moved beyond gender.” While this 
may have been an excuse that he created in the moment, it is also possible that my 
intersecting identities as a female teacher led to Jake’s discomfort with discussing gender 
in the class.  
Wrestling with Bias 
 Another way in which I found my subjectivity causing internal conflict concerns 
the students’ choice of texts. During the semester, there were many units and lessons in 
which I asked the students to bring in texts to present and discuss. Sasha had a tendency 
to bring in texts that claimed female empowerment (for example, Salt’n’ Pepa or Queen 
Latifah) while other students consistently brought songs that I felt either denigrated 
females (i.e. Asap Rocky) or did not say anything that I considered to be meaningful (i.e. 
‘Lil B). As a result, I found myself less critical of certain selections than I was of others, 
and I struggled with determining when to be open about my criticisms (which I often did 
through questioning) and when to swallow them (which felt oppressive to me). In these 
cases, my own ideologies and experiences with rap music led to my differential treatment 
of certain song choices. At the same time, when I chose not to openly interrogate lyrics or 
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visual imagery in texts that students brought in to class, I worried that my silence made 
me complicit in the continuation of violent or oppressive ideologies. While I actively 
attempted to separate these subjectivities from my responsibilities as a teacher and 
researcher, they undeniably had an impact on the classroom environment and my 
interactions with students in the class. As described by Peshkin (1988), “subjectivity is 
like a garment that cannot be removed” (p. 17). The best that I could do was to be 
conscious of my biases and assumptions throughout the process of this research and to 
focus on capturing the experiences of the students in their own words.  
Study Significance 
 Part of the beauty of Hip Hop as a music, language, and culture is that it is 
constantly changing. Hip Hop has not and will not ever mean the same things to 
everyone, nor can it be canonized or clearly defined since it is so fluid. Since the years in 
which this study took place, there have already been significant shifts in Hip Hop. During 
the semester in which I taught the HHLC class, artists such as Macklemore and Iggy 
Azalea were not yet mainstream and artists such as Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole were not 
as visible or popular as they are in this moment from which I write. What this means is 
that Hip Hop literacies and pedagogies are not rooted in the particular artifacts of Hip 
Hop culture, such as music, language, and fashion, but rather in the meanings and 
interpretations derived from the artifacts. In contrast to studies and pedagogies that look 
to Hip Hop as a tool for student engagement or as a means to teach traditional school 
literacies, my study challenges educators and students to wrestle with the complex and 
oftentimes contradictory messages embedded in Hip Hop texts in order to develop critical 
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literacies that promote empowerment, choice, and transformational practices through 
critical dialogue and self- reflection. My hope is that, through approaches and discussions 
such as those described in this study, educators can provide young people with literacy 
tools that they can apply to popular texts and to their lives in ways that feel authentic and 
liberating.  
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Track Four:  
DEVELOPING CRITICAL MEDIA LITERACIES 
 In this chapter, I detail the process of critical literacy development for the 
participants in this study. I begin by discussing the students’ level of analysis and 
participation in the class at the onset of the semester and how these skills increased over 
time through repeated classroom practices and teacher modeling. After describing these 
classroom practices, I then break down six analytical skills associated with critical media 
literacy and provide examples of moments in which the students exhibited these skills in 
class. Finally, I discuss the ways in which the student’s critical media literacy 
development impacted their understanding of popular media and its influence on youth 
identities.  
Critical Classroom Practices 
 Since Hip Hop as a field of study is untraditional and typically focuses on youth 
voice and agency, I structured the class in a way that I thought would decentralize teacher 
authority by having the students play an active role in the facilitation and organization of 
the class. One way in which I attempted to increase student involvement was by asking 
the students to volunteer for leadership positions within class. The class syllabus that I 
distributed on the first day (Appendix B) described the following “Class Leaders” 
positions: filmographer, technical assistant, publicity, “Hype Person” (teaching assistant), 
researcher, and notetaker. By assuming these roles in the class, I expected that the 
students would be able to play a role in the direction of the class and feel as though they 
were not just students but also teachers and leaders within the class. What I did not 
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expect, however, was that many of the students would be unready or unwilling to take on 
these responsibilities. While many of the students signed up for Class Leader positions, 
few of them took the initiative to fulfill these responsibilities. In reflecting on a Utopia 
class that he taught at a community college in Staten Island, Shor (1996) writes, “It 
would be naïve for me to act as if I can walk away from teacherly authority and simply 
dump power into the students’ laps” (Shor, 1996, p. 18). Like Shor, I found that students 
who are not accustomed to or ready for assuming shared control over the classroom may 
feel burdened by such a task, especially as it comes in opposition to the ways in which 
they have been conditioned to learn and behave in a classroom. While many of the 
students in the HHLC class eventually exerted more authority and ownership over the 
classroom space by facilitating class lessons and discussions, I found that this leadership 
came over time and only after I had first modeled for the students how to present class 
materials and lead and participate in discussions. Thus, I discovered that while students 
can develop powerful critical media literacy skills through critical Hip Hop literacy, this 
is not an immediate development; rather, it occurs over time as a result of teacher 
modeling and frequent practice. Below, I discuss a number of classroom practices that the 
students in the HHLC class developed during the course of the semester that aided in 
their process of critical literacy development.  
Text-based Focus 
 One example of a classroom practice that became commonplace in the HHLC class 
was the displaying of music lyrics on the overhead projector. Since YouTube has become 
the prominent format for listening to music, most of the songs that the students presented 
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to the class were played on YouTube. This was an optimal format, since YouTube was 
free and easy to access within the school building. However, watching the videos of 
songs can pull the focus away from the written text. Since the class was based on Hip 
Hop as literature, it was important to focus on the lyrics to the songs, rather than on the 
videos. When I presented songs to the class, I played the song through YouTube  while 6
displaying the lyrics from Rap Genius. When the students presented songs through 
YouTube, I frequently reminded them to show the lyrics. Eventually, the students grew 
accustomed to immediately accessing the lyrics for the songs that they played through 
YouTube. I documented one of these moments in my field notes one day, five weeks into 
the semester, when Jake and Harrison presented their project to the class: “[Jake] then 
instructs his partner, Harrison, to ‘pull up the video’ and then to ‘pull up the lyrics on Rap 
Genius.’” Afterwards, I reflected on this moment in my researcher memos, stating, “I am 
happy that there is something very routine about this. It seems as though these steps have 
become normalized, in the way that Jake states it so fluidly. I am also pleased that I do 
not have to ask the group to show the song text; they know at this point that this is what 
we do in class when studying media.” While this might seem like a small step in the 
process of developing critical media literacy, the routine of viewing the lyrics of the 
songs reinforced the idea of Hip Hop as text and the significance of critically analyzing 
the words for meaning.  
 According to The Verge, “YouTube is first and foremost a video portal, the world’s largest and most 6
popular online collection of moving images… in practice it has also become the world’s largest streaming 
music service, used by more people than well-known names like Spotify or Apple when it comes to 
consuming songs and albums” (Popper, 2015, Web).
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Respectful Engagement.  
 Another skill that the students developed over time was that of respectfully 
engaging in classroom dialogue. While class discussion is a regular component of the 
English Language Arts curriculum in the building, and therefore a customary practice of 
the students in the school, the content of this particular class made the discussions more 
personal since they called upon students’ identities and values more explicitly than do 
traditional discussions of literature in secondary English. As a result, disagreement 
among the students formed moments of tension early in the semester. One example can 
be seen in the following dialogue that occurred three weeks into the semester after the 
class had finished viewing the film Wildstyle. Released in 1983, Wildstyle is a feature film 
that captures the four main elements of Hip Hop culture within the context of New York 
City in the early 1980’s. Much of our class discussion following the viewing of the film 
focused on the character of Zoro, played by graffiti writer Lee Quiñones.  In the film, 
Zoro is asked to create a canvas painting after interacting with a group of wealthy, White 
patrons at an elite gathering. His partner, Rose, accuses him of selling out. The students 
spent some time discussing Zoro’s dilemma and the idea of “selling out”: 
Mark: Just because you get famous doesn't necessarily make you a 
sellout.  It's what you do with it, you know what I mean? 
Sonya: There are always – I think what she says-  
Drew: Nah. Nah.  
Mark: Why do you disagree with me? 
Drew: You wanted to talk, so talk. 
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Sonya: No, talk.  
Mark: No, you're disagreeing with me.  I want to see his argument. 
Drew: Huh?  What are you talking about? 
Sonya: Ooh.  Yeah. 
Mark: You can't back it up. 
Ms. Kelly: I don’t know if I would disagree, but I feel like I would – I don’t 
know.  Can you be famous and not sell out in some way? 
In this dialogue, Drew has an immediate reaction to a personal view that Mark expresses. 
Mark takes offense to Drew’s disagreement, and inadvertently dissuades Drew from 
expounding by reacting negatively to Drew’s comment before Drew has even had a 
chance to explain it. Sonya exacerbates the conflict by saying, “Ooh, yeah.” In an attempt 
to ease the tension, I take a non-committal stance, turning the arguments into a question. 
By modeling respectful conversation and welcoming multiple points of view without 
alienating people’s ideas, I hoped to show the students how to do the same.  
 Two weeks after the above dialogue, Mark once again encountered a moment of 
disagreement between him and another student, Jake. The discussion followed the 
viewing of the documentary, Blacking Up, which discusses the significance of White 
artists performing typically “Black” forms of music, such as rap and reggae. The class 
was discussing the role that race plays in what music one listens to: 
Ms. Kelly: So, are we saying that – going back to these concerts – that the 
majority of people who relate to metal music are white people?  
Mark: I still think it's nurture versus nature. 
Anthony: The majority. 
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Jake: Nature versus nurture. 
Ms. Kelly: Wait.  What do you mean by that?  
Mark: Nurture wins.  Not nature.   
Sonya: Like, growing up and you're listening to metal on the radio –  
Mark: Like you said before – it's nature versus nurture, right?  So, if you 
say it was nature, then you're trying to say that black people are 
born –  
Jake: I'm not saying either one.  It's a debate. 
Mark: I'm just trying to put it in perspective.  I'm not trying to debate with 
you, but if it's nature, you're saying that black people are born to 
listen to rap music and white people are born to listen to rock and 
heavy metal.   
Jake: Well, that's what she just said.   
Mark: But it's not true because she's black and she likes heavy metal and 
J.C.’s white and he likes rap.   
Jake: I didn't say it was true. 
Mark: I'm not debating.  I'm just voicing my opinion. 
While Mark still vehemently defends his ideas in this interaction and could be read by the  
other students as combative, he takes the time to explain his ideas in this conversation  
and tries to verbalize what he thinks Jake is saying. In the conversation from weeks 
before, Mark’s argument was much more vague and he did not seem open to actually  
hearing what Drew had to say; rather, he took issue with the idea that Drew had not  
readily accepted Mark’s views. Here, when Mark says, “I'm just trying to put it in  
perspective,” he seems to be actively trying to make sense of Jake’s words in the context  
of the class discussion, giving Jake and others space to voice their ideas.  
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Note Taking 
 Yet another skill that the students developed over time in this class was in note 
taking. During the viewing of a media text, such as a song, video, or film, I frequently 
took notes and referred to those notes during the following discussion. Early in the 
semester, I encouraged note taking by distributing study guides or guiding questions for 
the students to complete during or after viewing the text (Appendix C). Over time, 
however, I entrusted the students to take their own notes as they saw fit. In the following 
example, Sonya uses the notes that she took during the viewing of the Blacking Up 
documentary to contribute to class discussion, commenting on the Hip Hop characters 
portrayed in the film: 
 And for white people, it was like a hilarious imitation.  And they sort of – they  
 made it go to the extreme.  Like, I'm pretty sure I've never seen Kanye West take a  
 wad of money and like, shove it in his mouth, or do any of that.  Like, they – and I  
 feel – I wrote “curiosity” and I pointed an arrow to the white side of what I wrote.    
 And there's like a ton of other stuff.   
Not only did Sonya take notes to supplement her understanding of the film, but she 
references them directly during the class discussion in order to more fully reflect on these 
understandings. Throughout the discussion, Sonya references her notes multiple times, 
often quoting her thoughts from the moments during which she wrote them. Although 
note taking was not mandatory, students such as Sonya found that this practice was an 
essential component of critical analysis and reflection since it allowed for them to 
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document their immediate responses to class texts and later reflect on and share those 
responses.   
Preparation and Presentation  
 Aside from class discussion, another way in which the students began to use notes 
was in their class presentations. Throughout the semester, the students were given the 
opportunity to present songs of their choosing to the class. The first set of presentations 
came on the second day of class when the students were asked to bring in their favorite 
Hip Hop song and the reason for why this was their choice. While all of the students 
presented a song, none of them had actually written anything down, and many of them 
struggled with providing the reasoning for their choice. The next presentation came a few 
weeks later when Jake volunteered to present Hip Hop narratives during the narrative 
unit. Since Jake had a wealth of Hip Hop knowledge and ideas, I was eager to see what 
he would bring in and how he would present it. However, while Jake brought in and 
played four different songs for the class, he did not prepare any questions or complex 
explanations to follow up the songs. After presenting “Children’s Story,” by Slick Rick, a 
cautionary tale warning young people of the consequences of material pursuit, Jake said, 
“Yeah, he’s telling people not to do that. Don’t break the law and things like that. And… 
that’s pretty much it for this one. It’s a pretty simple one.” I then followed up by asking 
about the point of view used in the song in order to facilitate a class conversation about 
the text.  
 Jake then played three more songs: “No Makeup,” by Kendrick Lamar, “Keisha’s 
Song,” by Kendrick Lamar, and “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” by Tupac. While Jake introduced 
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each of the songs and explained how they connected to each other (The fist Kendrick 
Lamar song was a prelude to the second, and the second Kendrick Lamar song referenced 
the Tupac song), he provided no analysis or questions for discussion. I then followed up 
each song with my own critical analysis and discussion questions for the class in order to 
model what that looked like. For example, after Jake played, “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” 
which is a tragic story of abuse and neglect, there was a long pause and I filled the silence 
by prompting student response: “Questions? Comments? Reactions? Connections?” 
 For several weeks, when the students brought in songs to present to the class, the 
presentations were similar in that the students would introduce the text, play the song, 
and then be finished. However, over time I noticed that the presentations became much 
more involved and prepared. Sasha and Sonya frequently brought a complex set of notes 
to guide them through their presentations. Halfway through the semester, Sasha began her 
presentation on gender by stating, “So I’m gonna play four songs.  So I’m going to play 
two songs first and then we’ll talk.” After playing the songs, Sasha posed a question to 
the class: “All right. So what did you notice about male raps?” She then created a t-chart 
on the blackboard, writing “Male Raps” on one side and “Female Raps” on the other, 
eliciting responses from the students to fill in both sides and draw conclusions.  
 On that same day, Sonya began her gender presentation. However, we ran out of 
time after she had presented 2 songs- “Doo Wop (That Thing),” by Lauryn Hill and “I 
Luv Dem Strippers,” by 2 Chainz Featuring Nicki Minaj- and she had to complete the 
presentation the following day. After playing the songs and providing a complex critical 
analysis, Sonya concluded her presentation by saying, “So, does anyone have any 
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comments, questions, concerns?” This is a phrase that I typically used after presenting 
material to the class. As soon as she said this, the students immediately launched into 
discussion, providing their responses to the texts.  
 Later during that same lesson, after a heated discussion of the materials that Sonya 
presented, Sonya turned to me and said, “You had a lot of comments about the 2 Chainz 
and Nicki Minaj and just everything video, so would you want to talk about it?” Not only 
does this show that she had observed and recalled my reaction to one of the texts from the 
day before, but it also shows highly developed facilitation skills. Sonya elicits my 
response by inviting me to share my thoughts; however, she does so in a “low stakes” 
manner by asking if I would “want to talk about it,” rather than putting me on the spot by 
asking, “Why did you react that way?” It is clear in both Sonya and Sasha’s presentations 
that they developed skills in critical media analysis and class facilitation during the 
semester and were able to employ those skills in their own presentations. They also took 
on positions of responsibility and leadership in the classroom by preparing their 
presentations and facilitating critical dialogue among the students in the class.  
Critical Media Literacy Skills 
 Through regular participation in the critical classroom practices described above, 
the students in the HHLC class showed development of the critical media literacy skills 
described in Track Three Analyzing media codes; challenging stereotypes; challenging 
dominant values and ideologies; using media to make sense of social context; using one’s 
own experiences as a lens to understand the media text; examining relationships of 
power; and deconstructing controlling images. In the section below, I will further 
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describe these skills and provide examples of how the students in the class displayed 
these skills in class presentations and discussion.  
Analyzing media codes 
 The majority of the students in the HHLC class entered the semester as critical 
consumers of mainstream media. An example of this comes from the first day of class 
when I played the then popular song “Starships” by Nicki Minaj, introduced an article 
that criticized the “pop” aesthetic of the song, and asked the students to attempt to define 
Hip Hop. The students’ immediate reaction was to say that Nicki Minaj was, indeed, a 
pop artist and was not someone to be taken seriously as a “rapper.” Based on this and 
subsequent discussions, I came to realize that these students were not avid consumers of 
what was on the radio and other mainstream channels of music dissemination. They often 
criticized popular artists and introduced to me artists whom I had not heard before and 
who were at that time not played in mainstream outlets. These artists included Hopsin, 
Azalea Banks, Blu and Exile, and Tyler the Creator. However, while the students were 
mostly critical of mainstream music, they were not especially critical of the artists’ lyrics, 
but rather of the artists themselves. As we began to discuss songs, both mainstream and 
not, it was evident to me that the students were not accustomed to critically engaging 
with the songs as written text, including asking questions of the songs and investigating 
the lyrics’ implicit meanings. As Kellner (1995) explains, an understanding of media 
culture and its effects requires a critical reading of media texts that recognizes and 
analyzes the political ideologies embedded within them: 
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 The forms of media culture are intensely political and ideological, and thus those  
 who wish to discern how it embodies political positions and has political effects  
 should learn to read media culture politically. This means not only reading media  
 culture in a socio-political and economic context, but seeing how the internal  
 constituents of its texts either encode relations of power and domination, serving  
 to advance the interests of dominant groups at the expense of others, or oppose  
 hegemonic ideologies, institutions, and practices or contain a contradictory  
 mixture of forms that promote domination and resistance. (p. 56) 
Since popular media is often presented as apolitical, it is easy for consumers to ignore the 
ideologically coded meanings that are present within media texts.  
 “Sugar is sweet.” From the transcripts of the HHLC classroom recordings, I 
noticed that as a facilitator I modeled the process of asking questions of the text and I 
posed questions to the students which made them read the song lyrics more closely. An 
example of this can be seen in the following dialogue excerpted from a class discussion 
of the song and video “Rapper’s Delight,” by Sugar Hill Gang, “The Message” by 
Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, the song “South Bronx” by KRS One and a 
documentary video we watched regarding urban life in the 1970s/80s: 
Ms. Kelly:  So there’s a sense of sort of like unity? Did anyone get that?  
   [Pause] And there’s one specific line that tells you that. [Pause] It  
   comes towards the end.  
Harrison:   Black, White, Purple, and Yellow. That one? 
Ms. Kelly:   He says, um- I wasn’t even thinking that one. I wasn’t thinking  
   that, but yes. He says… A Skiddleebebop, we rock, scooby doo,  
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   and guess what America, we love you. Did anyone hear that?  
   Right? So it’s like a really blatant, like- unity, like “I love my  
   country” kind of thing that didn’t seem to be coming with any of  
   those other songs. Right, they were like, “This is what we’re  
   dealing with” in contrast to people who were in Manhattan or the  
   suburbs or upstate or New Jersey. And then you had all the people  
   just dancing, chillin'. What were their stories about? 
Sonya:   Going to somebody’s house and their mom cookin’ bad and in  
   order to be polite you can’t say anything but you can see it on his  
   face.  
Ms. Kelly:   Did anyone [here] connect to that? 
Multiple:   Yeah. 
Ms. Kelly:   I totally connected to that. I absolutely- I had a story like that.  
   … Do you think that “The Message” and “South Bronx” and those  
   songs, does that connect to everyone? 
Multiple:   No 
Ms. Kelly:  So this sense of like, “We’re all unified. Everything’s fine. We’re  
   so happy.” And something that can connect to everything. Do you  
   see a difference in the marketing for like a Grandmaster Flash kind 
   of rapper and a Sugar Hill Gang… kind of rapper? 
Mark:    Well the fact that they have “sugar” in the name, you think that  
   sugar is sweet, it’s nice, y’know? 
Ms. Kelly:   It’s pleasant, right? I mean, even look at their logo. Right? Like,  
   oh, that’s so nice. Um, so why do we think this was so successful? 
Jake:    ‘Cause everybody can connect to it.  
In the above exchange, I point to a particular line in the song “Rapper’s Delight” that 
states, “and guess what America, we love you” in order to draw conclusions about the 
implicit meanings in the song. More specifically, I connect this line to the idea of unity. 
Harrison notices that the part of the song that states, “I'd like to say hello, To the black, to 
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the white, the red and the brown, the purple and yellow” also support the concept of 
unity. When I ask, “What were their stories about?”, Sonya recounts one particular part of 
the song that tells a story that many people can relate to: eating bad food at a friend’s 
house. I then juxtapose the tone and ideas of “Rapper’s Delight” with “The Message” and 
“South Bronx” to highlight the contrast between these texts. When I ask the students if 
the latter two songs seem quite as generic, or relatable, as the former, the students 
collectively respond “no.” At this point, it becomes increasingly clear to the students that 
these texts serve distinct purposes. This is evident when Mark notices “the fact that they 
have ‘sugar’ in the name” and implies that the name itself presents the group as appealing 
and comforting.  
 In response to my question, “Why do we think this was so successful?” Jake 
asserts his understanding that “everybody can connect to it.” Therefore, artists and groups 
who can appeal to a mainstream audience are more likely to find popular success. While 
we did not move beyond that understanding in this particular conversation, the idea that 
generic music can have wider success and appeal in mainstream culture is foundational to 
the understanding of the function of popular texts in modern society and the ways in 
which particular messages can be disseminated or marginalized.  
 “She wants to be treated like a lady.” Over time, the students began to read 
beyond the words in the songs in order arrive at more developed understandings of the 
texts themselves and the implicit meanings embedded in the texts. This can be seen in the 
class discussion excerpted below. For this lesson, I had distributed to the students 
multiple song lyrics that talked about “ideal” romantic partners and asked them to choose 
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a song and identify the expectations put forth by the male or female speakers in the text 
in order to better understand what ideas are conveyed through popular media about 
relationships and gender. In the first section, we are discussing “Super Bass” by Nicki 
Minaj. In the second section, we are discussing “My Man,” by Angie Stone.  
Ms. Kelly: What else did we find for females?  Other expectations in females?   
J.C.: They’re usually not as opinionated.   
Sonya: Yeah.  And even if they are, their opinion is always doing 
something right for him. 
Ms. Kelly: Okay.  So to be maybe somewhat subdued? 
Sonya: Oh, yeah, Nicki Minaj.  He's – wait, “He cold, he dope, he might 
sell coke.”  So she's all right with him selling coke, just as long as 
like he – what's that other one?  Just as long as – What is it?  Just 
as long as when he make his rent ___, kiss him on the lip lips.  So 
she's okay – [There is laugher here.] “He can ball with the crew, he 
can solo, but I think I like him better when he don't get” -. Okay, 
that’s just dumb. She's just talking about, okay, so he has to look 
good, and have nice clothes, and –  
Ms. Kelly: Did anyone do “My Man”?  In the back?   
Sonya: No.  Let's look at that now.  Shall we? 
Ms. Kelly: What does she want from her man?   
Sonya: She wants money. [She guesses, as she turns the page to find the 
song.] 
JC: Who is this by? 
Teacher: Angie Stone.  It's the last page.   
Sonya: Oh, he's a sweet guy, [Sasha says, “yeah.”] and he's – he likes her a 
whole lot, and “my world, do you want to eat now, baby come rub 
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my feet.”  She likes her feet rubbed.  So she likes being treated 
right.  A structured relationship – 
JC: She wants to be treated like a lady.  
Sonya: Where even when they argue, they still love each other in the end, 
and they give each other kisses.   
Ms. Kelly: So romance, right?   
Sonya: Yeah, romance.  It's supposed to be a good relationship.   
Ms. Kelly: Excellent. 
Anthony: He lets me be myself. 
Sasha: There's like absolutely no line where he's talking – she's talking 
about his appearance.   
Sonya: Or penis. 
In this example, the students read and then re-read the text, looking for the implications 
of the words. When Sonya reads the lyrics out loud, “’my world, do you want to eat now, 
baby come rub my feet,’” she immediately comes to the literal understanding that the 
speaker “likes her feet rubbed,” but then quickly reads beyond this to find the implication 
that the speaker “likes being treated right.”  In the same breath, however, Sonya goes 
even further to arrive at the conclusion that the couple being spoken about is in a  
“structured relationship.” The students then contrast this text with the others that we read 
in which physical appearance and sexual prowess are high on the list of qualities for a 
romantic partner. It is also important to note that the students recognize this relationship, 
in opposition to the others, as healthy.  
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 “You know what I mean?” As an assignment for class, the students were asked to 
present a literary analysis of a song of their choosing. In the next example, Sonya is 
presenting her literary analysis of Kanye West’s song “Power”:  
 For obvious reasons, people can tell that this is a really good song.  And he 
addresses a lot of things… For example.…  Number one, in the beginning…. "I 
embody every characteristic of the egotistic."  He knows what his personality is 
like.  He's not saying, "Oh, I don't have a big ego." He … owns up to what he is.  
And he's not ashamed of that, obviously.  And he's not ashamed of flashing 
around his money because he worked for it, and he's not – I just feel like he just 
doesn't care. And … basically his whole message, I feel, is the fact that he does 
have an immense amount of power in the music industry, especially right now.  
And he is – he knows that he sounds it.  He knows that people like his music – 
even the people that hate him.  And he knows that he has a big ego, but it doesn't 
really matter because you still buy his music. You know what I mean?… And, "I 
just needed some time alone with my own thoughts.” … I think this was right 
after the Taylor Swift incident.  He went overseas, and he lived overseas for a bit.  
He just basically went off the map and started writing music.  And he needed time 
alone….  And I feel like as an artist, that was his responsibility to do.  So he's 
acknowledging the fact that he did probably fall off – he did do something wrong.  
And he went back to get himself together. And so he still is – he still has power in 
his music in general.  'Cause he can go away and come back and still be amazing. 
This – these lines confuse me a little bit.  'Cause with all this power, why is he 
willing to – or theoretically jump out of a window and let everything go.  I feel 
like that just shows how much power he actually has because he doesn't care if he 
loses it.  You know what I mean? 
In this example, Sonya refers to specific lines in order to support her understanding of the 
song. Additionally, while she starts out by saying it is a “really good song,” she is also 
critical of the song, stating, “these lines confuse me a little bit.” However, even as Sonya 
openly wonders about the line, she also tries to make sense of it, reflecting that the line, 
“just shows how much power he actually has because he doesn't care if he loses it.” 
While “Power” was a song that Sonya had already listened to and engaged with, re-
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reading the song with a critical lens helped her to better understand it and its messages 
about power and responsibility.   
Challenging Stereotypes  
 The process of challenging stereotypes in popular media involves recognizing 
patterns and images portrayed in media texts and identifying these portrayals as false or 
inaccurate. Such inaccuracies, as portrayed in mainstream culture, are especially 
dangerous for traditionally disempowered populations. For example, in discussing the 
historical exclusion of Black women from positions of power, Collins (2009), explains, 
“that stereotypical images of Black women permeate popular culture and public 
policy” (p. 7).  While stereotypical imagery can negatively influence people’s 
understandings of marginalized populations, individuals from these populations may also 
be negatively impacted by popularized portrayals of their shared identities. In her song 
“Superhero,” folk singer Ani Difranco states, “art may imitate life, but life imitates t.v.” 
In other words, when inaccurate media portrayals of particular identities remain 
unchecked, those who consume this media may unwittingly replicate superficial 
representations of identity.  
 “But it's not life.” In the example below, the HHLC class had just finished 
watching the video for Lupe Fiasco’s song “Bitch Bad,” in which Lupe Fiasco explicitly 
warns against the dangers of uncritical media consumption: 
 (from verse 2 of “Bitch Bad”)  
 Yeah, now imagine a group of little girls nine through twelve  
 On the internet watchin' videos listenin' to songs by themselves  
 It doesn't really matter if they have parental clearance  
 They understand the internet better than their parents  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 Now being the internet, the content's probably uncensored  
 They're young, so they're malleable and probably unmentored  
 A complicated combination, maybe with no relevance  
 Until that intelligence meets their favorite singer's preference  
 "Bad bitches, bad bitches, bad bitches  
 That's all I want and all I like in life is bad bitches, bad bitches"  
 Now let's say that they less concerned with him  
 And more with the video girl acquiescent to his whims  
 Ah, the plot thickens  
 High heels, long hair, fat booty, slim  
 Reality check, I'm not trippin'  
 They don't see a paid actress, just what makes a bad bitch (Fiasco, 2012) 
While the song “Bitch Bad” highlights the impact that stereotypes present in popular 
song lyrics and imagery can have on young females of color, J.C. is also critical of the 
stereotypes that are reinforced within Fiasco’s song, especially in verse 3: 
 The little boy meets one of those little girls  
 And he thinks she a bad bitch and she thinks she a bad bitch  
 He thinks this respectfully, she thinks of that sexually  
 She got the wrong idea, he don't wanna fuck her  
 He thinks she's bad at being a bitch like his mother  
 Momma never dress like that, come out the house, hot mess like that  
 Ass, titties, dress like that  
 All out to impress like that  
 Just like that, you see the fruit of the confusion  
 He caught in a reality, she caught in an illusion (Fiasco, 2012)  
J.C.: I agree with it.  But in some ways, I think he makes it more 
complex than it is, like how he says – like the kid who like grows 
up watching these videos like sees another girl and says like – like 
“she's a bad bitch,” but she's a bitch for a different reason than my 
mom, and like  
Sonya: I get that.  I got what he was saying.   
J.C.: No, I get what he was saying, too, but I think like in general, that 
doesn't really happen, because kids, by the time they're that age 
like differentiation between like – like you know what I mean?  
Like they don't – they don't look at like every single girl in the 
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same way.  They know there are some girls that aren't like – like 
slutty, and there are some girls that are.  So like by his mom being 
not slutty, he's not going to see like every other girl and be like, 
well, she can't be a bad bitch because she doesn't – she dresses like 
– like scantily, like my mom did, and so like what does this mean?  
Like Lupe kind of like made the kid out to be like really confused, 
but it's not life.  You know what I mean?  Is that making sense? 
In his reflection on the song, J.C. questions the assumptions that the artist may have been 
working with and Fiasco’s portrayal of the little boy in the song who is unable to 
distinguish between women like his mother and the girls that he meets. J.C. challenges 
the accuracy of the song lyrics by stating, “that doesn't really happen” and “it’s not life.” 
J.C.’s criticism of Fiasco’s song reflects his ability to critically “read” the text and 
challenge the artist’s assumptions about young people’s media consumption.  
 “It's how far the brainwashing goes.” In this next example, the class was 
discussing the socialization of children and how they begin to form stereotypes based on 
racial differences. Sonya explains how she plans to raise her children to avoid consuming 
racial stereotypes: 
 Like, I know when I'm older, how I'll raise my kids when they're like – you know,  
 like, I hate BET, number one.  I just I despise it; I don't watch the awards.  It's just  
 disgusting to me. And I don't like Tyler Perry.  He is- Why is he there? We went to  
 see- Me and my mom went to see his new movie just for the fact that we wanted to  
 see the type of people that were there.  The whole crowd was white.  They were all  
 white people in the theater.  We were the only two black people going to see the  
 Tyler Perry movie.  They were like, "Oh, this is so funny."  And like Mom was like, 
 "Translation: Ha-ha, these niggers are so stupid." It's like that's what I heard when I  
 was hearing them laugh at this.  I'm like, "Uh."  I wouldn't show my kids that,  
 personally. I would tell 'em that this is stupid and just like blackface or entertaining  
 massa, even now.  
After this story, I then posed the question, “So why is it happening if we do recognize  
that it's maybe not the most intelligent filmmaking?” 
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Sonya: It might not, but it's money.  Money.  That's what gets them money. 
That's how they make a paycheck. 
Mark: It's how far the brainwashing goes. People choose money over 
everything else. 
Sonya: Exactly. 
In this dialogue, Sonya identifies BET (Black Entertainment Television) and Tyler Perry 
as sources of harmful media portrayals of Blackness that impact both Black and White 
audiences. Sonya and her mother took offense to what the White audience members 
found “funny,” leading Sonya to her decision to avoid the consumption of such 
stereotypical portrayals. While Sonya’s recognition of these stereotypes occurred outside 
of the classroom, it is within this class discussion that she is able to further reflect on the 
reason for why these films exist, stating, “That’s what gets them money.” Mark then adds 
another layer to the conversation, arguing that people are “brainwashed” into choosing 
“money over everything else.” 
Challenging Dominant Values and Ideologies  
 According to Parmar (2005), “The study of rap music … allows educators and 
students to challenge and move beyond traditional mainstream ideologies. By critically 
examining and deconstructing the lyrical content of rap, educators and students open the 
doors for a transformative dialogue to occur, and confront the most neglected text: 
‘culture’” (p. 7). As the students in the HHLC class critically analyzed Hip Hop texts, 
they not only began to recognize the stereotypes that were conveyed in the text, but also 
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came to understandings about the ideologies that led to these stereotypes and how these 
ideas permeated popular media.  
 “They don't say anything for themselves.” Throughout the semester of the 
HHLC class, Sonya, Sasha, and Anthony often chose to present examples of female 
artists in class. They were drawn to examples of females who portrayed strength and 
individuality and often questioned the messages of female artists who seemed to 
maintain, rather than resist, the status quo. In the exchange below, Sasha and Sonya 
discuss and critique the messages that dominate popular female Hip Hop artists’ music: 
Sasha: Well, the thing is that there are female voices, but I feel like – they 
don't say anything for themselves.  Like, Nicki Minaj has dabbled 
in it. Like- you know that song where she's like, “I am not Jasmine, 
I am Aladdin.  Like, whatever the song that goes on...”   
Moderator:  Oh, I never picked up on that.   
Sasha:  Yeah.  It's like, she starts to get into it, but she doesn't go with it.  I 
feel like they're really afraid to start – to like, get on that platform.   
Sonya:  At one point, like, her first album, it was all just like – some songs 
were like, talking about herself.  Like, she – there's this one song 
where she's talking to herself and like, “I want the old Nicki back” 
and then she goes and makes “Starships.”  So, I feel like it's just a 
conflict of a lot female artists’ mindset.  Plus, there's new up and 
coming female rappers like, Azalea Banks and Iggy Azalea and 
girls like that and they're still talking – they're saying the same 
thing that Nicki Minaj is saying right now.  None of them are really 
talking about anything real, still.   
Moderator:  Do you all think it's possible – 'cause  I think part of it – I 
remember this song that you showed us by Azalea – and even with 
the Nicki Minaj stuff – I feel like even when they are being I guess 
this like tough, powerful, person, it's always done through this 
masculine persona. 
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Sasha:  Yeah. Because it's still not being vulnerable and she's still – like, 
what bothered me is I liked her message when she was saying, “I'm 
not Jasmine, I'm Aladdin.”  But then she's preferring to be Aladdin 
anyway, so she's saying that he is stronger than a woman. Even 
though…  
In this dialogue, Sasha and Sonya are not particularly critical of the artists; rather, they 
resist the ideas that the artists convey through their music in that they “don't say anything 
for themselves.” When she says, “… she's preferring to be Aladdin anyway, so she's 
saying that he is stronger than a woman,” Sasha is critical of the way in which Minaj 
expresses her strength by aligning herself with masculinity, thereby reinforcing the idea 
that to be feminine is to be weak. Sonya is critical of the hesitance of these female artists 
to truly be themselves, stating, “None of them are really talking about anything real, 
still.” Both of these young women want more from these female artists than they feel they 
are getting, yet they both express hope that if these artists become more “vulnerable” and 
independent in their artistry, they can truly be powerful.  
 “I have to look for a positive message.” Another example of resistance to 
dominant values occurred when Sasha gave her gender presentation to the class. After 
filling out the t-chart for male and female raps with the other students’ responses, Sasha 
asked the class what they noticed. Overall, the students noticed that the female rappers 
were generally more positive and were able to hold themselves up without shutting others 
down. Sasha concluded with the following statement: 
 Well what I was trying to get at was that as you can see with all of those songs and  
 there’s plenty more even though I did have to look for the female rappers instead of 
 – I didn’t really have to look for the male rappers ‘cause they’re obviously more  
 apparent, but the male rappers were definitely more negative than the female  
 rappers and the female rappers had like a positive message and they had a negative  
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 message or violent message, a message that wasn’t really giving anyone else hope  
 or inspiration or drive to do anything other than maybe rape and kill.  So I found it  
 a little disturbing that that’s the mainstream and I have to look for a positive  
 message.  The end. 
In this summary, Sasha highlights two significant tensions within Hip Hop culture. The 
first is that she found it difficult to find female rap songs because the industry is 
dominated by male rappers who are “obviously more apparent.” The second discovery 
that Sasha makes is that the male rappers had generally negative messages involving 
violence and sexual assault, while the female rappers were more positive. While the 
results of Sasha’s discoveries are questionable since she chose the songs to present and 
could, of course, have chosen more positive rap songs by male artists or negative rap 
songs by female artists, Sasha’s argument that it was “a little disturbing that that’s the 
mainstream and I have to look for a positive message” shows that her critique was not of 
the entire genre of Hip Hop, but rather what was most prevalent in mainstream, popular 
Hip Hop texts. 
Using Media to Make Sense of Social Context  
 Another way in which the students in the HHLC class displayed critical media 
literacy skills was in making connections between the text, their lives, and their social 
and cultural environments. In a study that was conducted to measure the acquisition of 
media literacy skills in a high school classroom,  Hobbs and Frost (2003) found that 
“media literacy instruction may help learners better situate themselves in sociopolitical 
context” (p. 351). Similarly, for the students in the HHLC class, critical investigations of 
Hip Hop texts ultimately led to discoveries about the students’ own experiences.  
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 “Harvard doesn’t really produce rappers.” In the following example, we are 
studying Drake’s verse in his song “Crew Love,” featuring The Weekend. I facilitate a 
critical inquiry of this portion of the text by asking questions about two specific lines. 
The students use the symbols embedded in the text along with their background 
knowledge in order to make sense of Drake’s words: 
Ms. Kelly:   He said, “I guess we’ll never know what Harvard gets us.” What  
   does he mean when he says Harvard? 
Leon:    He became a rapper.  
Ms. Kelly:   Like is he specifically saying everyone is supposed to go to  
   Harvard? What is this an example of here? Someone whispered it  
   somewhere. What is Harvard a stand- in for? 
Drew:    The best of the best.  
Leon:    Smart.  
Ms. Kelly:   Yeah, smartness. Someone said higher education. So not   
   necessarily Harvard, it could be any school, right? 
Sonya:   Mm-hmmm. 
Ms. Kelly:   “We’ll never know what Harvard gets us.” What is he saying?  
Jake:    We’d never know where we could go if we had an education.  
Leon:    He became a rapper. Harvard doesn’t really produce rappers.  
Jake:    Even though Drake’s a rich, Jewish boy… 
J.C.:    He’s saying you can go to Harvard and you can have all the  
   opportunities to. 
Ms. Kelly:   Why won’t he ever know where it will get him? 
J.C.:    ‘Cause he didn’t go there.  
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Ms. Kelly:   Right. He didn’t take that track.  
J.C.    … he didn’t go to Harvard.  
Ms. Kelly:   “But seeing my family have it all took the place of that desire for  
   diplomas on the wall.” 
Jake:    He had to get his money while he could make it.  
Sonya:   Yeah, like I feel like I feel that way too. It’s a waste.  
Ms. Kelly:   So why is he okay with not having a college education? 
Jake:    He’s rich anyway. Why does he need an education? 
Ms. Kelly:   Which means, what is the priority here? 
Everyone:   Money.  
Jake:    The only reason people go to college is to get a job to make  
   money.  
Sonya:   Exactly.  
In this dialogue, the students unravel Drake’s statement about not attending his dream 
school, Harvard, to infer that Drake did not need to go to college because he became 
wealthy, with Jake stating, “He’s rich anyway. Why does he need an education?” An 
investigation into this understanding led to the idea that money is a priority for most 
people, a sentiment that Mark had also voiced in the “Challenging Stereotypes” example, 
and that the purpose of college is not to gain an education as an end goal, but rather as a 
means to make money. In this study of Drake’s lyrics, the class stumbled upon a 
significant understanding of their socio-cultural environment: That those who have 
financial wealth do not need to seek a higher education. Regardless of whether this 
should be or is the case, the students certainly held this belief.  
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 “We're already brainwashed.” Another example of the students’ reflecting on 
their own beliefs and experiences through the lens of a Hip Hop text also dealt with a 
discussion about education. During the unit on School and Hip Hop, Anthony presented 
the song “They Schools” by Dead Prez. This is a text that takes a very critical stance on 
schooling in the United States, with the chorus stating, “They schools can't teach us shit/ 
My people need freedom, we tryin to get all we can get/ All my high school teachers can 
suck my dick/ Tellin me white man lies straight bullshit” (Dead Prez, 2000). In the 
dialogue that followed, the students expressed general agreement with the arguments 
made in the text. I encouraged the students to examine the text more critically by pointing 
out certain lines and asking how or why they found those lines to be accurate: 
Ms. Kelly: And do you think – they talk about being brainwashed.  They say 
it's like a brainwash camp, right?  Is that –  
Anthony: School is like a brainwash camp. 
Ms. Kelly: Do you think that really happens? 
Mark: Yes. 
Sonya: Yeah.  Yeah.  I got brainwashed when I came here.  I started 
wearing Abercrombie. 
Mark: They pump stuff into your head that you don't want to learn.  It's 
almost like they're –  
Anthony: I think a lot of kids are brainwashed… 
Ms. Kelly: But I think at this point, especially –  
Mark: They're replacing your individuality and it's making it more 
systematic, because they're treating every kid the same. 
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Anthony: They make kids think certain feelings are okay but they’re not. 
Ms. Kelly: Yeah, but even – I mean, don't y'all feel like you – you all seem 
pretty independent.  I feel like you can't be –  
Mark: We're already brainwashed.  It's too late. 
Sonya: Us.  Not everyone else.  That's – this is the minority.   
Mark: We're the product of the system. 
Sonya: The majority of the kids aren't.   
Ms. Kelly: Y'all really feel that way?  Like you've been trained to think a 
certain way? 
Male: Yes. 
While it is clear from this conversation that the students had already entered the room 
with particular views on the process of indoctrination and socialization that they think 
occurs in schools, the Dead Prez song provided the language, support, and opportunity 
for them to voice these ideas and reflect on their experiences as young people in schools. 
While these particular views were divergent- Mark, for example, arguing that “We’re 
already brainwashed” at the same time that Sonya states that those in the room had 
somehow escaped the brainwashing- all of the students who participated in this 
discussion attested to having experienced or observed some form of indoctrination as a 
result of the school environment.  
Examining Relationships of Power  
 As stated earlier, the practice of closely reading Hip Hop texts in the HHLC class 
led to the students’ becoming increasingly critical of popular media texts and curious 
about the meanings embedded within them. By mid-semester, many of the students were 
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able to present critical analyses to the class without teacher guidance or external 
facilitation. In peeling away the layers of the text for meanings and ideologies, many of 
the students recognized the ways in which power is unequally exerted or displayed within 
the songs and videos and what implications these inequalities had for understandings of 
wealth, gender, and sexual relationships. As Alvermann and Hagood (2000) explain, 
“critical media literacy focuses on how popular culture texts function to produce certain 
relations of power and gendered identities that students may learn to use or to resist as 
part of their every day school experiences” (p. 194).  
 “She just throws money on girls butts.” In this first example, Sonya had just 
presented three songs to the class through the lens of gender. In speaking about the video 
featuring Nicki Minaj, she gives the following analysis: 
 And obviously the 2 Chainz video, “I Luv Dem Strippers” and Nicki Minaj- her  
 part really just was interesting ‘cause when I was watching the video, I felt like  
 she should have been one of the strippers. And, instead of glorifying women- she  
 makes all these songs about how people should respect her in her older album,  
 Pink Friday, but she does that and she just throws money on girls butts and is  
 rapping and just doesn’t care. She’s like- “I’m okay with what 2 Chainz is saying;  
 Oh, there’s girls twerking for money, or whatever their situation is, and I’m okay  
 with that.” 
In her commentary, Sonya attempts to understand what it means for Nicki Minaj to be a 
female in the strip club objectifying the strippers by throwing money at them. While 
Minaj exerts her financial dominance over the females through this act, Sonya associates 
her with the women in the club, stating, “I felt like she should have been one of the 
strippers.” While this statement could reflect Sonya’s own biases about gender and 
power, it is clear in this reflection that Sonya is struggling to understand the role of the 
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wealthy female in the club full of males throwing money and “girls twerking for money.” 
Sonya seems to want Minaj to reject the hypersexualization and objectification of females 
out of loyalty for her fellow women. She also criticizes Minaj’s condoning of the 
misogyny in 2 Chainz’s lyrics when she says from the point of view of Minaj, “I’m okay 
with what 2 Chainz is saying.” Sonya’s analysis also points to the tension that Sasha 
expressed earlier regarding the dominance of males in the rap industry. According to 
Collins (2009), “Because the authority to define societal values is a major instrument of 
power, elite groups, in exercising power, manipulate ideas about Black womanhood. 
They do so by exploiting already existing symbols, or creating new ones” (p. 76). While 
the image of the Black female stripping at the club is a preexisting symbol, the image of 
Minaj as a non-stripper within that space is a new one that Sonya struggles to understand. 
 “It's only the men who are talking.” For her literary analysis project, Sasha chose 
to present the text, “The Look of Lust,” by Omen, featuring Kendrick Lamar. In the song, 
both speakers tell stories of luring women into bed. Like Sonya, Sasha also critiques the 
pattern of male dominance over females in her presentation: 
 All right.  So I think that in the song, both Omen and Kendrick are trying to, like,  
 put to words their lust for someone and their lack of feelings for them.  But what I  
 thought was really interesting was the character of the girl that they're talking to –  
 the different girls – and how Kendrick's girl kind of responds to him.  And like he  
 says – at the end he says, "She pulled my card like pitty-pat."  
 
 She saw through his act and saw that he was only there for sex as opposed to  
 Omen, who said all these pretty words and kept comparing his sex organs to  
 musical instruments.  I think that he was more, like, charming and poetic to the  
 point where he can trick someone.  He said, "I play the instrument well in a dark-lit  
 room."  And I think that that's just a nice way of saying that he's insecure.  I don't  
 know….  And then at the end, when he says, "Blindfolded, heckling.  You can't see  
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 her, but I'm guessing that she's got the look of lust," again, he's talking about the  
 darkness and how he never – you never really see if the girl is actually into it or not.  
 'Cause it's – she's either blindfolded or dark or whatever.  It's only the men who are  
 talking.   
In Sasha’s analysis, she goes beyond a surface understanding of the text as two young 
men describing sexual conquests and asks critical questions of the voices that we do not 
hear. According to Sasha, “you never really see if the girl is actually into it or not.” This 
is a complex reading of subtleties in the text. Like Sonya, Sasha is curious about the 
female voice in these texts and wondering how or if they exert power in these situations, 
since the audience is only provided with the male speakers’ point of view.  
Identifying the Social Construction and Normalization of Controlling Images 
 In her book Black Feminist Thought, Patricia Hill Collins (2009) explains that the 
oppression of marginalized populations is often justified through controlling images of 
these groups that are popularized in media and mainstream culture. She writes, “These 
controlling images are designed to make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of 
social injustice appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” (p. 77). 
From the beginning of the semester, the HHLC students remained adamant in their belief 
that they were critical consumers of media and that their personal values were not 
impacted by popular texts. However, as the class critically analyzed media for patterns 
and embedded meanings, they became very reflective of how their consumption of 
popular texts impacted their own ideologies to the point where particular images and 
ideas became normalized and were accepted at face value.  
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 “It would be weird if it was the other way around.” As the class dissected 
particular texts and concepts, it became increasingly clear to the students that their 
ideologies were, indeed, shaped by media. One of these moments can be seen distinctly 
in the conversation below that took place after the discussion of the aforementioned video 
“I Luv Dem Strippers.” Throughout the discussion that day, many of the students’ values 
about gender and sexuality came into conflict in the classroom, leading to passionate 
dialogue and the following exchange: 
Ms. Kelly:   So I get- a lot of you- what you’ve said so far this week is, “It’s  
   entertainment. We get it. We’re not gonna go home and do this  
   stuff…. We understand there’s a separation between the video,  
   between the fantasy, and our lives.” But my concern is for those  
   people who don’t have that separation yet.  
Sasha:   Well obviously there isn’t a separation if we just had an argument  
   about the… you know what I mean? 
Ms. Kelly:   Yeah, how would you all feel if that was reversed. So if that was  
   for example- 
Leon:    It’d be totally different.  
Ms. Kelly:   Well, yeah, if it was- so if it was a male strip club and that was  
   guys getting denuded and they were being objectified and like  
   smacked around and you just saw their bodies and not their faces.  
   How would you feel about this? 
Sasha:    People look at male strippers with humor. 
Sonya:   Exactly. People just laugh.  
J.C.:    I wouldn’t be offended. I wouldn’t care.  
Ms. Kelly:   How would you feel about it? If it was reversed. If the gender was  
   reversed in this video.  
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Sonya:   How would I feel? Oh, um. One, I’d be like, “This is weird. I’ve  
   never really seen like male strippers. This is awkward.” Then I’d  
   be like- “I don’t see the point of this video. This video’s kind of  
   weird.” And not to sound really bad, but because I’ve seen it so  
   much, female strippers and that whole scene just seems more  
   natural because it’s around so much. Like, you’re used to it. Just  
   like with the statement that he (Leon) was making of “Oh, girls  
   shouldn’t say that.” It’s the same.  
Leon:    See, it would be weird if it was the other way around.  
Sasha:   But do you see how we’re saying that it’s not gonna affect us, but  
   it clearly has since [there are so many] opinions in this class.  
In this dialogue, the students come to multiple realizations about the ways in which 
media has socialized them to expect or accept particular ideas. The video in question 
featured female strippers and I asked the students, in light of our previous conversation 
about differential expectations of males and females when it comes to sexuality, how they 
would react to a video that featured male strippers. Leon immediately states that it would 
be “different,” and later specifies, “it would be weird.” Sonya also says that it would be 
“weird” and “awkward,” and then explains that the image of female strippers “seems 
more natural because it’s around so much.” Finally, Sasha points out to the class that in 
spite of the students’ claims that they are not impacted by popular media, their reaction to 
the idea of male strippers had just proven these claims false.  
 “They don't even know what they're doing.” In this next example, the class is 
discussing the song “Up! (Beat the P*ussy Up)” by LoveRance. I make the argument that 
although the song’s lyrics are inherently violent towards the female body, the catchy beat 
causes many to excuse the misogyny. The students then conduct a dialogical 
investigation, or “the mutual development of understanding through a process of shared 
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critical inquiry” (Doumas, p. 2, 2011) to determine what causes media consumers to 
accept lyrics and ideas that we know to be offensive: 
Ms. Kelly: Right.  And it's a really great beat.  If you hear the beat, it's catchy.  
And people make the argument, they're like, "I know it's really a 
bad song to listen to."  But they're like, "I love the beat." 
Sonya: Right.  It's like – yeah, like doot, doot, doot.  You're like, 
"Hmmm." And then you're like, "Okay." 
Ms. Kelly: Yeah, at the beginning, you’re like, "This is cool."  Then you're 
like, "Wait.  What are you saying?" Is that a problem that people 
have catchy beats to songs that are disgusting? 
Mark: Brainwashing. 
Ms. Kelly: You have to explain this brainwashing thing. 
Mark: It's subliminal 'cause they're making kids listen to stuff even 
though they don't really know what it is.  
Sonya: But even if they do. 
Anthony: I think people just don't know what they're doing. 
Sonya: But even if they do know what it is –  
Anthony: I feel like everybody has no idea what they're doing, and that's 
why- 
Mark: 'Cause they don't care what they're saying as long as- 
Ms. Kelly: Like young people? 
Anthony: No, just like everyone who's in control.  They don't even know 
what they're doing.  Like they don't know how it's affecting 
everybody.  
Ms. Kelly: Oh, they must know. 
Sonya: Even if they do, they don't care. 
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Anthony: The money is the motive. 
Mark: That's it. 
Trey: … and, um, eventually, when you grow up, you'll do like – I don't 
know how to explain it.  You'll make choices through your 
subconscious.  
Ms. Kelly: Huh? 
Sonya: Subconsciously, you're saying, "Oh, this is good.  This is good."  
…. That's your subconscious.  It just tells you things that you don't 
want to do, but then you do them."  It's – 
Ms. Kelly: Oh, so we are being brainwashed by music? 
Sonya: Yeah. 
Ms. Kelly: Do you all feel like you're brainwashed by music? 
Anthony: No. 
Sonya: It creeps up on you. 
Jake: Not if you're strong-minded.  
Anthony: If you are present before you listen to the music, then you can't let 
it like –  
Sonya: Yeah, my kids will not be listening to - 
Mark: It's all about money, power, and control. 
In this conversation, the students offer multiple explanations for why people accept 
music, and thereby ideas, that they otherwise would or should not. Trey argues that the 
ideas people receive through media will enter their subconscious and will eventually 
impact their decision-making. Similarly, Sonya says, “It creeps up on you.” Mark 
contends that subliminal messaging impacts kids who “listen to stuff even though they 
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don't really know what it is.” Anthony argues that most people are not in control of 
themselves and therefore “They don't even know what they're doing.” However, he also 
explains that “If you are present before you listen to the music,” you will not be 
influenced by it. Similarly, Jake defends the idea that as long as one is “strong minded,” 
he will not be impacted by the messages in music. Overall, the students recognize the 
power of the media in shaping ideology and the necessity of developing a strong identity 
and critical media practices in order to retain independence from the controlling images 
that dominate popular media.  
 “Is he training her to be that way?” In the examples above, I isolated individual 
critical media literacy skills and provided examples of how the students demonstrated 
each in the context of class discussion. However, these skills do not develop or occur in 
isolation; rather, they are fluid and simultaneous. This final example shows a class 
discussion that took place after watching the video for the song “Gangsta Bitch,” by 
Apache. In the song, Apache describes his ideal mate: a female who is violent, loyal, 
speaks and behaves like him, supports him unquestioningly, and is willing to go to prison 
for him. At the end of the song, however, he regretfully informs the audience that his 
“Gangsta Bitch” received a five-year sentence while assisting him with a drug 
transaction, and so he was looking for a new “Gangsta Bitch” to replace her: 
Ms. Kelly:  So… thoughts? Responses? Comments? Questions? 
Sonya:  That’s disgusting. 
Ms. Kelly:  Why? 
Sonya:  The girl that he wants is nasty.  
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Sasha:  He wants a masculinized version of a girl.  
Ms. Kelly:  Or a feminized version of himself.  
Sasha:  Yeah! 
Sonya:  That’s disturbing. It’s him but with a vajayjay.  
Ms. Kelly:  Which he says, right? He says, I want these twelve things that I am but  
  then also be ‘effable.’ Right? So he makes it clear that he’s not looking for  
  a dude because he needs to have these other things.  
Sonya:  I don’t- that’s just nasty- I can’t stand girls like that. They act all hard. I  
  was there at one point; it’s not cute.  
Ms. Kelly:  Do you think people... do we think that if you were living in that time  
  period, would you maybe think you might need to be that woman? 
Sonya:  Probably.  
Sasha:  If you were like fourteen.  
Sonya:  Yeah, if you were looking like- ooh, this is what guys like, let’s be that.  
Sasha:  I’d be like- that- that chic’s cool.  
Ms. Kelly:  Do we think this is a reasonable expectation of a female? 
Sonya:  No. 
Sasha:  I mean there’s nothing wrong with a female standing up for herself, but I  
  don’t think that’s the message that... 
Ms. Kelly:  Was she standing up for herself? 
Sonya:  Nah, she was just being a hood rat.  
Leon:   Standing up for her MAAAN.  
Ms. Kelly:  Yeah, it was really about like, “protect me. Stand up for me. Shoot people  
  for me and shoot with me. Playing with machetes… knife fighting, etc.”  
Sasha:  Who does that? 
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Ms. Kelly:  Um. What do you think of the little girl standing there? [Referring to the  
  little girl in the video standing near apache as he addresses the young  
  males in the crowd] If you notice, it was him [Apache], a crowd of young   
  men and a little girl standing next to him. What’s that about? 
Sonya:  I don’t understand that. She like – is he training her to be that way? If I  
  was a parent, I wouldn’t even want my kid to be on the set like that.  
  Imagine what they were doing while shooting the video. Do you know  
  what I mean? Like, that’s just disrespectful.  
Ms. Kelly:  If it is training, is she the only one who is being trained in that video? 
Sonya:  No. It’s setting examples, like- “She’s doing it. All you other little girls do  
  it." I think they used the little girl to sort of say, “It’s acceptable, so you  
  little girls do it too.” Like she was there, just to be there. 
Ms. Kelly:  Do you think young girls, or even guys, are trained by media? 
Sonya:  Yeah, I was. I lived on Mtv.  
Sasha:  Yeah. 
Mark:   It’s all brainwashing.  
Sonya:  All I used to watch was Mtv and I wanted to be like Ciara so badly. I was  
  like, “Oh, she’s pretty and has long hair. She has light skin.” You know,  
  like media just trains you to be a certain way.  
Ms. Kelly:  I feel like she didn’t always though [referring to Ciara]. That was always  
  confusing for me. Same thing with J. Lo. I feel like Ciara was darker at the 
  beginning.  
Sonya:  Have you seen Nicki Minaj? She’s white.  
Ms. Kelly:  Um, so, my final comment, at the end. At the end of the song he said  
  something like, she got locked up, right? What is his plan? 
Sonya:  To get another one.  
Sasha:  Replace her.  
Ms. Kelly:  Is anyone bugged out by that? He’s like, “Oh, she got locked up. Gotta  
  find a new one.” She did this stuff for you.  
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Sonya:  Would you think a guy like him would wait 5 years for a girl like her to  
  get out? 
Ms. Kelly:  But don’t girls wait for guys to get out? 
Sonya:  Yup. Exactly. Why- why can’t he wait…. It’s just like that song- that 50  
  Cent song. Like, when he was asking the girl if he was…. I don’t get why  
  girls have to sit there like, “Oh, my man is in jail…. I’m on welfare now.  
  But I’ll wait for him. And, um, you-you-oh, move on to the  next one.  
  That’s fine.” 
As the discussion begins, Sasha analyzes media codes by stating that the speaker in the 
texts “wants a masculinized version of a girl.” Sonya makes a connection to the text and 
uses it to make sense of her social context when she says, “I can’t stand girls like that. 
They act all hard. I was there at one point; it’s not cute.” Both girls are challenging 
dominant values when they say that Apache sets up unreasonable expectations for 
females. Sasha challenges stereotypes when she questions the accuracy of the violent 
portrayal of the female character, asking, “Who does that?” Sonya recognizes the power 
of media to shape identity through deconstructs controlling images when she says, “It’s 
setting examples, like- ‘She’s doing it. All you other little girls do it.’ I think they used the 
little girl to sort of say, ‘It’s acceptable, so you little girls do it too.’” She also does this 
when she says, “…media just trains you to be a certain way.” Based on Sonya’s 
comments during this discussion, it is clear that she has come to this understanding not 
only from her classroom study of media texts, but also from her own experiences and 
observations. Sonya also analyzes media codes and the “politics of representation” (p. 
Kellner & Share, 2007, p. 4) when she discusses skin color in reference to Ciara and 
Nicki Minaj. Lastly, in discussing the speaker’s intent to find a new girl since the former 
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was is incarcerated, Sonya examines relationships of power between males in females in 
Hip Hop music and culture, wondering, “Why can’t he wait?” 
Interlude 
 This last example, in addition to those before, highlights the students’ development 
of critical literacy skills though engagement with Hip Hop texts in a classroom setting. 
These examples show the process of developing these skills as well as the ways in which 
students made meaning and gained understandings through the critical reading of Hip 
Hop texts. In embarking on this study, I intended to discover how a class such as this 
might impact student’s understanding of their social and cultural environments. Through 
these examples, it is clear that the development of these skills and practices in the context 
of the study of Hip Hop music and culture as text led to an increase in students’ 
understanding of popular texts and the impact of these texts on themselves and on their 
social and cultural environments. In the following chapter, I will discuss the ways in 
which the students in the HHLC class also displayed critical awareness, critical 
questioning, self-reflection, accountability, and social responsibility through their 
participation in the class practices and culture. 
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Track Five 
THE POSSIBILITIES OF CRITICAL HIP HOP LITERACY 
 In this chapter, I discuss the role of classroom dialogue in student reflection and 
identity development. While I entered the study looking for ways in which a classroom 
study of Hip Hop as literature might impact students’ critical literacy development, I 
found that there were ways in which the study of Hip Hop in this academic space also led 
to moments of critical dialogue and transformation. Fecho (2000) emphasizes the 
importance of critical inquiry pedagogy in co-constructing knowledge in the classroom: 
 Such classrooms routinely urge all participants to interrogate the world around  
 them as well as to hold their own beliefs up for interrogation. A critical inquiry  
 pedagogy, therefore, is one that enables students and teachers, both individually  
 and collectively, to make sense of text as the world and the world as text. Teachers 
 and students enter into a process of social construction of knowledge that   
 encourages critique, diversity, rigor, and meaning making. (p. 195) 
 In the following pages, I will discuss how classroom dialogue led to collective meaning 
making; opportunities for meaningful discussions of race, class, and gender; moments of 
open reflection on students’ identities; and a shift in the students’ conceptions of 
themselves as agents of change in their communities.  
Collective Meaning Making 
 As Jane Bolgatz (2005) explains, “Talk is a powerful tool. It develops our ideas and 
influences who we are” (p. 10). Through the process of engaging in dialogue, individuals 
are able to hear their own thoughts as well as those of others and develop their own 
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thinking in response. Paulo Freire (1987) describes dialogue as “a moment where humans 
meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it” (p. 13). The transformational 
nature of active dialogue is based on the premise that humans are constantly in the state 
of becoming and involvement in collective discussion is instrumental in this process. This 
“dialogic action,” or “an active exchange”  through which meanings are constructed 
(Berthoff, 1987, p. xiv) is also a powerful classroom practice through which students can 
better understand texts and their own lived realities. According to Bolgatz (2005), “… 
talk, like art, does not simply mirror reality; it influences reality…. Talk gives shape to 
our ideas…. Listening and speaking can help us to know in new ways. New awareness 
can lead to new feelings. New emotions, in turn can lead to new ways of acting” (p. 11). 
As a space that is dedicated to developing critical thinkers and engaging in literacy 
practices, the English classroom offers a challenging and nurturing environment in which 
young people can engage in this exchange of ideas and perhaps find support in 
transforming ideas into action. Thus, classroom dialogue can be considered a form of 
collective action.  
 Over the course of the semester, the students in the Hip Hop Literature and Culture 
class increasingly asked questions of the text and of each other during class discussion. 
They also held each other accountable for their words in such a fashion that they pushed 
each other to think and reflect. The Hip Hop texts became exemplars of larger ideas that 
the students took on through critical classroom inquiry. Through the process of discussing 
and reflecting on classroom texts, the students both individually and collectively came to 
new understandings.  
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“Why Can’t They Have Fantasy?” 
 The following class discussion took place just over a month into the semester 
during our study of Hip Hop narratives. Within this unit, the idea of authenticity became 
a prominent motif. This concept is especially important in the genre of Hip Hop, whose 
language and culture include popular phrases such as “keeping in real” and “real 
recognize real.” McLeod (1999) argues that the significance of “realness” within Hip Hop 
culture is connected to Hip Hop’s absorption into mainstream popular culture, when Hip 
Hop artists and fans “had to struggle to maintain a ‘pure’ identity” (p. 136). According to 
McLeod (1999), “They preserved this identity by invoking the concept of authenticity in 
attempting to draw clearly demarcated boundaries around their culture” (p. 136). The 
focus on authenticity within Hip Hop culture gives rise to criticism within the Hip Hop 
community of artists who portray an identity different than what others believe to be 
genuine.  
 Since the beginning of the semester, the students in the HHLC class had been using 
terms such as “real” and “fake” to refer to particular artists and identities. For the 
students, their judgement of artists’ authenticity went beyond their lived realities to also 
include the messages that the artists are spreading about life and reality. Throughout the 
week in which the class studied Hip Hop narratives, we examined Hip Hop texts that 
explicitly dealt with the idea of authenticity. I began the discussion at the end of the week 
by asking, “What does it mean to ‘keep it real’? In general, in life, in Hip Hop?” Sonya 
immediately responded:  
 To stay consistent with who you are.  And you get – and keeping it real is not just  
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 staying like exactly the same; it's about evolving,  'cause in life like you evolve and  
 you change as a person…. I feel like in your views you have to sort of evolve with  
 your life and everything, but don’t try to put up a façade of something you're not.   
 Unless it's in like an imaginary song and you're trying to teach someone a lesson.   
 So the opposite of Nicki Minaj. 
Sonya offers a somewhat paradoxical idea here, in that she simultaneously defines 
“keeping it real” as staying “consistent with who you are” and “evolving.” For Sonya, 
being “real” involves allowing oneself to change and develop based on their own values, 
rather than those of others. She offers Nicki Minaj as an example of someone who, in her 
opinion, has either not evolved or has not stayed “consistent with who” she is. Sasha then 
offered her ideas: 
 I think it's about like being relatable and teaching a message kind of.  I mean it's not 
 always teaching a message, but when it's not being relatable I feel like there's often  
 a lesson to be learned in it.  Like you know how we were talking about how in 
 "Dance With the Devil " like it might've not actually been something that  7
 happened, but it's still something that you can learn from and like feel for.  I still  
 think that that's like keeping it real. 
For Sasha, an artist who is “keeping it real” uses his or her platform as a way to teach a 
message and connect to others, or who has a purpose that goes beyond the song itself. In 
their immediate responses, both Sasha and Sonya had divergent definitions of 
 A song by rapper Immortal Technique in which he tells the story of a young man who becomes so 7
corrupted by his desire for power that he commits sexual assault in order to gain acceptance, and 
subsequently takes his own life. In the last stanza of the song, Immortal Technique authenticates the story 
by stating that he was involved in the events described.
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authenticity that were also subjective and difficult to apply, since one can never know  
when an artist is staying “consistent” or putting up “a façade;” nor can an outsider 
objectively determine whether or not an artist has a message in his or her music. If these 
were the barometers by which these two students measured artists’ authenticity, the list of 
artists whom they considered “real” would be quite different. However, this was not the 
case, as the students in the class generally agreed upon artists and stories that they viewed 
as either genuine or false. Throughout the conversation that ensued, I attempted to trouble 
the students’ early definitions of “realness” in order to encourage them to identify and 
reflect on their criteria. I began by referring back to a comment that was made earlier in 
the week:  
Ms. Kelly: I'm glad you brought that up, 'cause I actually want to ask you 
more about – J.C, you made a comment that it is okay to – what's 
the word we used?  I guess to pretend or imagine or make 
something up if it's for a higher purpose or something like that.  
Can you talk more about that? … I guess where's the line?  Like 
couldn't everyone give a good reason for making something up?  
You know, what's the difference between when it's acceptable and 
not? 
J.C.: It's really just a matter of opinion of what is acceptable.  But I 
mean there are certain things that you can just kind of like hear and 
be like, "All right," like I understand why he would do that.  Like 
if he just blatantly lied in his song for no reason, there's no purpose 
in that, like it doesn't teach anybody anything, it doesn't convey 
any kind of message.  So like he was saying something in the song, 
so like that's why, I think at least, it's okay.  I give a pass, yeah. 
At this point, the rest of the class agreed with J.C.’s idea that the difference between  
artists lying and imagining is based upon their message and purpose. This was also quite 
similar to Sasha’s definition. The students then introduced Rick Ross and Drake as 
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examples of artists who are not authentic because their actual lives are too different from 
the stories that they convey in their music. They disapproved of the idea of artists “lying” 
in their music. J.C., for example, said, “[Rick Ross] was a parole officer.  Like it's the 
complete opposite of like selling drugs.” Confused about where and how the students 
were drawing lines between “real,” and “fake,” and concerned that these distinctions 
seemed arbitrary, I then asked, “But why can't they have fantasy?  Why can't they 
imagine that?” Sasha responded to the question of fantasy by distinguishing between 
lying and creating: 
 I think the problem is we're using the word like "lie" as if they're doing it, like,  
 maliciously.  I don’t think it's like “lie;” I think it's creating.  Like in "Dance With  
 the Devil" he like created a scenario; it wasn't like he was like saying, "Oh, I'm  
 going to pretend that this happened so that I can make an impression." I think he,  
 like, wrote the story and he put himself into it to show that it like could be   
 anyone. I don’t think it was for the point of lying. 
Based on this development, I again tried to pinpoint the students’ concept of authenticity 
by asking a more specific question:  
Ms. Kelly Is that the difference that we're trying to get at between, I guess, 
like, the complete lying and being creative, is that one is universal 
and one is “I'm just lying to look cool”? 
Sasha:   Yeah. 
Sasha:   Absolutely. 
J.C.:   What do you mean by "universal"? 
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Sasha:   Connects to everyone. 
Sonya: Like with the song ["Dance With the Devil”], he's trying to teach a 
lesson.  He's trying to – he was telling us a story like about greed, 
about how money can corrupt people and everything. There was 
something behind it.  And even though it might've not been true, I 
think using himself in it made people – like it hit home more.  
When I listen to Drake and he's talking about whatever, like I'm 
just like, "All right, this is cute."  You know what I mean? Like it 
doesn't move me. He's just saying it to entertain people or to get 
like accolades from people. You know what I mean?   
Sasha: Yeah.  I think that the story was like rooted in some truth, even if it 
wasn't just like him telling a non-fiction tale.  Like there was truth 
to it; it wasn't just like saying, ”I sell crack to look hard" or 
something.  I don’t really see the point in that.  And I think also if 
that was something you'd lie about like in an interview too, that's a 
lie; that's not a story; that's not like a creative technique. 
At this point in the conversation, the students are developing understandings about artists’ 
purpose and intent in creating music. They are also analyzing the messages of the songs 
as part of the process of determining what songs and artists they consider to be authentic. 
In this dialogue, Sonya states that Drake’s music “doesn’t move” her; in other words, 
music that does not make her feel is not “real” to her. Similarly, Sasha explains that the 
stories told in an artist’s music must be “rooted in some truth” in order to have meaning 
for her.  
Ms. Kelly: So do we call it something different when it's Drake and Rick Ross 
and these other people? Like are we not calling it imagination?   
Sonya: No.  So- 
Sasha: I think it's imagination. 
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Ms. Kelly: We're saying that's something else?  Are we saying it's fake or 
unreal? 
Sonya: It's like secretly imagination.  You know what I mean?  They're 
like imagining it, but they're trying to make – they're like 
projecting something that's false to people and wanting them to 
believe it. 
In the above exchange, Sonya’s immediate response to my question is “No.” But after 
Sasha gives her opinion, that she thinks “it’s imagination,” Sonya revises her response 
from “no” to “It's like secretly imagination.” She then develops this into the idea that 
particular artists imagine themselves differently in order to project a false identity. After 
more discussion of Immortal Technique’s song, Sasha added the following analysis: 
 Yeah, and I also – with you saying it's universal, I think it extends far past that  
 situation, and his verse at the end is kind of saying like everyone that you look at  
 like has secrets behind them and has their life behind them.  It doesn't have to  
 necessarily be like they raped someone; like that's just the situation that I think he  
 was using to get his truth out. 
In this analysis, Sasha stumbles upon a significant and ostensibly paradoxical idea: the 
use of imagination in popular texts as a literary technique for revealing a deeper truth. I 
then pointed this idea out to the rest of the class: 
Ms. Kelly: So do you need imagination in Hip Hop to make things more 
powerful? 
Jake: Yeah. 
Sonya: Sometimes, yes. 
Sasha: Yes. 
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J.C.: If used properly, it's like anything else.   
Mark: Immortal Technique, he was doing it just to make the song better, 
and I think Drake and Rick Ross are doing it for their whole image. 
Sonya: Yeah…. I feel like rappers use imagination to push different things, 
but it's a good tool when you're trying to wake somebody up or 
wake people up and try to get them moving. 
In this dialogue, the text “Dance with the Devil” became the implicitly agreed upon  
example of an “authentic” text that may stretch the truth in a way that is honest and  
artistically purposeful. The students then used this text as the barometer by which they 
measured the extent to which artists can create stories of themselves while remaining 
authentic. Through my questioning and the students’ ideas and examples, we were able to 
move from a vague definition of authenticity as staying “consistent with who you are” 
and “being relatable” to a more developed understanding of authenticity as being 
unselfishly purposeful and “rooted in some truth.” Additionally, while many of the 
students began the conversation by criticizing artists who do not accurately reflect their 
actual lives and identities, over the course of the conversation, they came to a new 
understanding: that the use of imagination in Hip Hop narratives can actually be a 
powerful tool to “push different things,” and “wake people up and try to get them 
moving.” Not only can this expanded notion of authenticity influence the ways in which 
the students read and understand Hip Hop texts, but it can also impact the possibilities of 
their own writing and identity performance.  
 Fecho (2007) reminds us that, “language and meaning are always in play and that 
each of us has something to contribute to that intellectual struggle” (p. 551). Throughout 
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the dialogic process shown above, the individuals in the discussion unpacked words and 
meanings such as “universal,” “lying,” “imagination,” and “truth,” which led to 
discoveries about how we “read” and invest in the stories of others and how and why 
those stories matter. The integration of multiple perspectives in this discussion is essential 
to the continuous process of meaning making since “knowledge is under construction and 
always open to scrutiny. One perspective begs the need for other perspectives. One 
utterance seeks the company of other utterances. One text positions itself within other 
texts” (Fecho, 2007, p. 553).  
 As the students listened to and responded to one another, they were able to get 
closer to individual and collective understandings of authenticity and imagination 
regarding narratives and identities. Sonya, for example, began the conversation by 
expressing the idea that “keeping it real is not just staying like exactly the same; it's about 
evolving.” As the conversation progresses, however, she develops this idea into a more 
specific one: that authentic artists “move” her emotionally. When faced with the question 
of the allowance we give artists to “imagine” lives or stories for themselves, Sonya 
decides that imagination is “a good tool when you're trying to wake somebody up.” Thus, 
by the end of the conversation, as a result of the intellectual contributions of the students 
involved and her own reflection, Sonya left the conversation with a more developed and 
specific understanding of how she reads and evaluates the stories and identities of 
popular artists. This example reinforces Bolgatz’s (2005) idea that, “a group can 
understand and think in more sophisticated ways than any one person could do 
individually” (p. 15).  
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“Bitch Bad” 
 Another example of this dialogic process can be seen in the following discussion, 
which took place after the class had watched the video for Lupe Fiasco’s “Bitch Bad.” 
This except provides examples of how students can use Hip Hop texts as a lens through 
which they can reflect on and better understand their realities. In this except, I also 
attempt to show how the students asked questions of each other, collectively challenged 
dominant ideologies, and seemed to arrive at new understandings of popular media 
imagery. 
Jake:   Well, just instinctively, you see a girl dressed a certain way, you  
   think she's a certain way. 
Mark: Can I give you an example? 
Ms. Kelly: Sure. 
Mark: At school today, it's snowing outside, or it was, at least, right?   
Ms. Kelly: Yeah. 
Mark: A girl [I saw was] wearing a skirt like this big.  Like come on.   
Ms. Kelly: Wait, so what – did you think a certain way about her because of 
that?   
Mark: Well, yeah.  Why is she dressed like that?  It's cold out. 
 [Laughter] 
Sonya: I have a question.  I have a question. Okay.  Well, you guys look at 
girls.  Say you look at a girl who's dressed like she's not revealing 
much, and it's like she's keeping things to the imagination.  You 
know her as a respectable girl, and you know she's a good girl.  
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And when you look at a girl, like those girls that are twerking  in 8
those videos on YouTube.  Which girl would you go for, seeing 
how media has trained everybody to think a certain way –  
J.C.: The respectable one  
Jake: The respectable one.   
Ms. Kelly: Wait, go for – what?   
Sonya: If you literally had the opportunity –  
J.C.: In more of a general sense, the respectable one. 
Sonya: Like if both of them were standing there, but seriously, like the 
other – the other girl that's twerking, now she looks good, she's the 
ideal girl that every guy thinks is hot.  You wouldn't go for the 
other one?  She's standing right there.   
Jake: That's not hot.  I don't know what –  
J.C.: Yeah, I don't really find like twerking – like I don't see that and 
say, “Oh, yeah.”   
Ms. Kelly: Interesting.  Then why are all these girls in videos portrayed this 
way, if people aren't actually interested in that?   
J.C.: Well, because I think – well, that – the idea - The idea of like 
having that available to you like if you want it is cool. 
In this discussion, the text “Bitch Bad” became an entry point into a conversation about 
portrayals of females both in reality and in popular media. At this point in the semester, 
Sonya had come to an understanding that, “media has trained everybody to think a certain 
way,” and she tests out this premise by asking about the preferences of the students in the 
room. Jake and J.C. reject this idea when they express their preference for the 
 “sexually suggestive dancing characterized by rapid, repeated hip thrusts and shaking of the buttocks 8
especially while squatting.” Twerking. (n.d.). Retrieved March 6, 2016, from http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/twerking
!137
“respectable” girl. I then question the discrepancy between the scantily clad females in 
popular media imagery and the distaste that the students in the room had for females who 
are dressed this way. J.C. struggles for a moment to work through the discrepancy and 
then comes to the notion that while he and others may not be interested in the female who 
is “twerking,” they appreciate the idea of having that female “available” to them if they 
so choose. Through this dialogue, the students built upon each other’s experiences, such 
as Mark seeing the girl with the short skirt at school, and perspectives, such as J.C. 
stating, “I don't see that and say, ‘Oh, yeah,’” in order to arrive at a more developed 
understanding of the sexualization of the female body in popular media. Sonya’s 
assumption that young men were attracted to a particular type of female was most likely 
based on the proliferation of popular music videos portraying such women. However, the 
conversation that took place in class challenged this idea and presented an alternative 
narrative: that for the males in the class, the freedom and power associated with “having” 
the female was the compelling aspect of hyper sexualization of females in popular media, 
rather than the actual female.  
 While the dialogue excerpted above was initially focused on a discussion of the 
text “Bitch Bad,” it ultimately led to a discussion of attraction, sexualization, and desire. 
In fact, many lessons in the HHLC class either focused on or evolved into a discussion of 
social identities such as race, class, gender, and sexuality. In the following section, I 
provide examples of discussions in which the students challenged each other’s ideas and 
confronted their own understandings about raced, classed, and gendered identities as they 
pertain to power and performance.  
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Reflecting on Race, Class, and Gender Through Hip Hop Texts 
 Morgan and Fischer (2010) write, “Race, and in particular Blackness, has played a 
crucial role in the creation, mythology, and meanings of Hiphop from the start” (p. 510). 
Since Hip Hop implicitly and explicitly deals with issues of race, class, gender, and 
sexuality, these identities inevitably came up in HHLC class discussions. While these 
topics are not typically emphasized in traditional public school curricula (Sleeter & 
Grant, 2011), it is well-documented that in order to build a more just and equitable 
society, young people must be engaged in critical conversations about what these 
identities mean in their own lives and what roles they play in the past, present, and future 
of our society (Yosso, 2002). Bolgatz (2005) explains that students need to be “able to 
talk with people in order to understand and address racially loaded controversies” and to 
“challenge undemocratic practices” (p. 1). Bolgatz (2005) also admits that such 
discussions are difficult for both teachers and students. Using popular texts as a lens to 
discuss and reflect on the significance of race can serve as an introduction into such 
conversations. Kellner (1998) argues, “media literacy is an important part of multicultural 
education because many people’s conceptions of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, and 
class are constituted in part by media” (p. 109). By examining and discussing media 
texts, the students in the HHLC class were able to openly reflect on their own 
understandings of social identities as projected in the media and as experienced in their 
own lives. 
“I Thought All White People Were Rich” 
 After we had watched the film Blacking Up, Mark asked the class about why 
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rappers who were neither Black nor White were not implicated in the film as being 
inauthentic. During the ensuing dialogue, Sonya gave the following response: 
 It's a little harder to imagine a white kid of from the ghetto because society just   
 throws the fact that – like, when – if you ask a little kid what he thinks of when  
 you think of a white person, they think “money” like, wealth. I don't think a little  
 kid actually goes straight to “poor white person”. Usually, like – I know in my  
 opinion, when I first met my stepdad, I thought he was rich.  'Cause I was like, 
 “Wait – you're not rich?  Like, I thought all white people were rich.”  Like, that's  
 how I thought of it when I was younger. 
Although Sonya does not name it, she is speaking here of intersectionality, or “the 
various ways in which race and gender interact to shape the multiple dimensions of Black 
women’s… experiences” (Crenshaw, 1991, p.1244). Collins (2009) writes, 
“Intersectional paradigms remind us that oppression cannot be reduced to one 
fundamental type, and that oppressions work together in producing injustice” (p. 21). In 
her reflection, Sonya expresses her previously held idea that White people were 
inherently wealthy. Meeting her stepfather caused her to rethink this notion. However, 
she is also aware that many others still associate poverty with people of color and wealth 
with White people. By expressing this to the class, Sonya provided an example of shifting 
ideologies based on life experience and the ways in which media and public perception 
work to create harmful and inaccurate controlling images, especially regarding race and 
class.  
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“Girls Are Supposed to Have Class” 
 In addition to conversations about race and class, discussions of gender and 
sexuality were also prevalent in the HHLC class. While the two female students in the 
class comprised a gender minority, they were both vocal in class discussions and 
therefore were able to push the class as a whole to think more critically about their 
perceptions of gender, power, and sexuality. In the following section, I provide excerpts 
from a lengthy class discussion that sprang from the students’ responses to the lyrics of 
the song “How Many Licks,” by Lil’ Kim featuring Sisco. (Please note that bracketed 
portions indicate parts of the discussion that are not shown here.) Sonya had just played 
the song for the class as part of her presentation about gender. In the song, Lil’ Kim talks 
about receiving sexual pleasure from different partners. In the discussion, Sasha 
challenges Leon to explain his negative response to the song: 
Sasha:  I have a comment. That was a little Kim song, right? 
Sonya:  Mmm-hmm. 
Sasha:  So everyone over here [gestures towards the males sitting behind 
her] was like freaking out about this girl talking about getting head. 
But how many songs are there about guys getting head? 
Leon:  It’s different, cuz guys... [he pauses] 
Sasha:  And how is it different? 
Leon:  Girls can’t say that.  
Sasha:  What do you mean I can’t say that? 
Leon:  You just can’t do it.  
Sasha:  Why not? 
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Leon:  It’s just not okay.  
Sasha:  You have to give a better explanation than that.  
[Multiple students enter the conversation at this point and contribute opinions.]  
Anthony:  Why can a guy say it and a girl can’t say it? 
Leon:  I mean, guys do say it, and girls don’t say it.  
Sasha:  She did.  
Leon:  That’s why it’s so weird.  
Sasha:  Why is it bad? 
Leon:  ‘Cause girls don’t say that.  
Sasha:  That’s not a reason.  
Leon:  Yes, it is. It’s shocking.  
Sonya:  Girls don’t say it because they think in their heads they don’t have 
to say it, ‘cause it’s a boy word.  
Sasha:  Yeah, but it’s proving that they are just as sexual as males are. And 
that they can express it just as often as males do.  
Leon:  It’s not as common…. It’s shocking.  
[There is an overlapping of voices in the conversation as multiple students contribute  
ideas.] 
Ms. Kelly:  Why do you think it’s uncommon? 
Leon:  Because I don’t hear it.  
Ms. Kelly:  Why do you think you don’t hear it that much?  
Leon:  ‘Cause girls are like- don’t- they just- 
Sasha:  It’s uncommon because they’re made to believe that they can’t.  
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Jake:  ‘Cause girls are supposed to have class.  
Leon:  Yeah, girls are supposed to have class, like- they like- and a lot of 
them- like portray that.  
Jake:  It’s a good thing.  
[At this point, Sonya and Jake go back and forth about expectations of class.] 
Sasha:  How come you’re allowed to get away with it and I’m not? You’re 
supposed to have class.  
Sasha begins this dialogue by confronting some of the male students in the room, 
specifically Jake and Leon, about their reaction to Lil’ Kim speaking very explicitly in 
her song about receiving oral sex. According to Sasha, their reactions reflected an 
imbalance since there is a plethora of songs by males that talk directly about receiving 
oral sex from females. Collins (2009) argues, “Regulating Black women’s sexualities 
emerges as a distinctive feature of social class exploitation, of institutionalized racism, of 
U.S. nation-state policies, and of gender oppression” (p. 138). From Sasha’s perspective, 
the boys’ denial of Lil’ Kim’s right to speak as openly about her sexual practices as male 
rappers often do in their music is an attempt to regulate her sexuality and thereby 
contribute to the oppression of females. In fact, while the conversation began as a 
discussion of Lil’ Kim’s words, Sasha quickly personalizes the situation when she asks, 
“What do you mean I can’t say that?” In this discussion, the text then becomes an 
example of a much larger idea: the right of females to express their sexuality as freely as 
males.  
 As the conversation progresses, however, Leon clarifies that he is not, in fact, 
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attempting to restrict the sexual expression of females, but instead is uncomfortable with 
this expression as he finds it to be “not as common.” At this point in the discussion, 
Jake’s and Leon’s ideologies diverge, as Jake states, “It’s not okay” at the same time that 
Leon says, “I’m not used to it.” While the two had initially seemed to come from similar 
perspectives, Sasha’s insistence on holding them accountable for their words and urging 
Leon and Jake to explain their rationale led to this clarity. Leon’s trajectory in this 
conversation is most intriguing, as he begins by stating, “It’s different,” and provides, 
“Girl’s can’t say that,” as his explanation. When Sasha asks, “Why not?” Leon states, 
“It’s just not okay,” seemingly finished with the debate. However, Sasha refuses to accept 
this as an adequate response, demanding, “You have to give a better explanation than 
that.” At this point, Leon himself is not quite sure as to why he feels the way that he does 
about Lil’ Kim’s words: he just knows that he feels it.  
 Through the dialogic process, the students work together, questioning and 
challenging each other and developing their responses until Jake comes to the idea that he 
expects more from females, stating, “Girls are supposed to have class.” Leon then agrees 
with this sentiment and takes hold of Jake’s argument as his own reason for responding to 
Lil’ Kim’s lyrics in the way that he did. While it is possible that Jake’s explanation is the 
one that Leon sought, but simply lacked the words for, it is also possible that Jake’s 
stating, “Cause girls are supposed to have class,” simply gave Leon a way out of the 
conversation without having to truly examine his ideologies. Perhaps in this scenario it 
was easier for Leon to align himself with Jake’s argument rather than develop his own. In 
either case,  both Jake and Leon came away from the conversation with a more developed 
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understanding of their own ideologies at the same time that all of the participants gained 
a better understanding of each other’s perspectives.  
 The dialogue excerpted above took place halfway through the semester. At this 
point, the students were comfortable expressing themselves openly and challenging each 
other. Clearly, the environment that had developed to allow for a conversation such as 
this to take place in the manner that it did took time and practice to evolve. This example 
reveals the transformative nature of dialogic classroom spaces and the need for students 
to share and develop their ideas through critical classroom inquiry in order to better 
understand themselves and others.  
Developing Knowledge of Self 
 The ability to know and reflect on oneself is a prerequisite to the understanding of 
others (Lankshear & Knobel, 2010). Probably the most important and yet least publicized 
aspect of Hip Hop is its 5th Element: Knowledge of Self. Pardue writes, “Learning about 
one's self- the fifth element- is a task that involves both historical and spatial dimensions” 
(p. 420). Young people make sense of their worlds through their experiences and 
interactions. However, since media permeates our daily experiences so thoroughly, it is 
often difficult for individuals to locate the unmediated self within their thoughts and 
experiences. Collins (2009) explains, “… constructed knowledge of self emerges from 
the struggle to replace controlling images with self-defined knowledge deemed 
personally important, usually knowledge essential to… survival” (p. 111). As evidenced 
in the previous examples, dialogic action can provide students with the opportunity to 
differentiate between what, how, and why they think. Not only do these discussions allow 
!145
students to hear and understand each other, but they can also allow for students to better 
hear and understand themselves.  
“The Black and White Film in Front of My Eyes” 
 During a class discussion on the ways in which media can influence people’s 
actions and identities, Sonya shared with the class her own struggles with identity and 
fitting in since moving into the school district. After sharing multiple examples and 
revelations about identity development in the school environment, she came to the 
following conclusion: 
 I mean, I don't blame anybody for the way they think.  It's just they're – they don't  
 know how to think differently.  You know what I mean?   It took me a while to  
 figure out – like to be like sort of like enlightened in the fact that I need to look  
 past what this is and look beyond like just the black and white film in front of my  
 eyes and just look through everything with a different perspective.  And not a lot  
 of people have that, and that's why everything is always so like – you have to be  
 like this to be accepted.   
For Sonya, the HHLC class provided a space to work through questions of identity and to 
be able to reflect on and assert her own identity. Similarly, in an interview in which he 
described his experiences in the class, Mark stated that for him the class was about, 
“being yourself and knowing how music influences your life in positive and negative 
ways…. It can help you find out a lot about yourself and discovering who you are.” For 
both Sonya and Mark, the dialogic classroom was a space in which they could express 
themselves openly and honestly and reflect on their identities and individual processes of 
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becoming.  
Finding Empowerment Through Critical Hip Hop Literacy 
 McDaniel (2004) argues that critical literacy can encourage young people to resist 
the status quo since it “encourages readers to adopt a questioning stance and to work 
toward changing themselves and their worlds” (p. 472). Kellner (1998) also explains that 
the ultimate goal of critical media literacy is to empower individuals to work to create a 
more just, democratic society. He writes, “Media literacy involves teaching the skills that 
will empower citizens and students to become sensitive to the politics of representations 
of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class, and other cultural differences” (Kellner, 1998, 
p. 103). However, having the skills to critically analyze literary and social texts does not 
automatically lead to social action. While the students in the HHLC class developed 
critical media literacy skills throughout the semester, examining the politics of 
representation and the social meanings of race, class, gender, and identity, this awareness 
alone was not enough to empower the students to work towards creating change.  
“There's Nothing We Can Do” 
 Even while recognizing the ways in which popular media can reflect social 
injustices, disseminate harmful ideological messages, and circulate controlling images of 
particular groups, the HHLC students expressed a great deal of resistance to the idea that 
they can do anything to change this. During the same discussion in which Sonya asked 
the other students which type of female they would “go for,” the class decided to re-
watch the video for “Birthday Song,” by rapper 2 Chainz, as an example of one way in 
which the female body is often portrayed in Hip Hop music. We watched the video on 
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silent, focusing on the imagery, rather than on the lyrics, as text. This is the dialogue that 
followed: 
Ms. Kelly: All right, folks.  So we revisited that situation.  Can we return to 
what people just said about how that's not appealing to people?  
Everyone's fascinated by these images.  Some of you didn't seem 
to have any sort of issue.  Some of you were like, “oh, oh, that's so 
disgusting,” and yet a moment ago half of you were like, “oh, no, 
we don't go for-” 
Sonya: We're desensitized to all that crap, you know.  It's not like, “oh, 
boobs!”  
JC: Yeah, same thing, like if you showed a video of like a guy getting 
like shot in like the sixties, people would like lose their minds, like 
they'd go like – our like age group is so like –  
Mark: We’ve seen it all.  
Ms. Kelly: So it's just normal for you?   
JC: It's not that it's normal.  We're used to it.   
Ms. Kelly: But do you all want these images?   
Sonya: It doesn't – it doesn't matter.   
Anthony: I feel like it's not like – I feel like it's just like an understanding.    
Sonya: Yeah. 
Anthony: I feel like we just get that it goes on, so it's like not even – It's not 
like desensitizing.  It's just like – like whatever.  I don't know. 
JC: Like it is what it is.  There's nothing we can do. 
In the dialogue above, Sonya, Anthony, J.C., and Mark all agree that whether or not they  
particularly enjoy the hyper-sexualization displayed in 2 Chainz’s video and others like it,   
since “There's nothing we can do” about it, “it doesn't matter.” According to Anthony,  
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since this type of imagery is generally accepted in popular media, there is no use in  
challenging it. As the conversation began to move in other directions, I refocused on this  
idea in order to better understand its source.  
Ms. Kelly:  I want to ask about something you said a moment ago.  You said 
“it's just how it is; we can't do anything about it.” Do you really 
believe that?   
JC: I mean, in a general sense. 
Ms. Kelly: You don't have the power to change the images?   
JC: Well, I mean, okay, we can do something about it, but like it's just 
like – like- it just is, like for now.  So it's accepted, I guess. 
Ms. Kelly: By whom? 
JC: By the general populace.  
Ms. Kelly: Does anyone care to do anything about it?   
JC: For me, not necessarily.  I –  
Jake: We can't do anything about it.   
JC: It doesn't – it doesn't really affect me –  
Ms. Kelly: What do you mean you can't do anything?  Oh, you mean like you 
can't tell them to take it off the air?   
Jake: Yeah.   
JC: Yeah.   
Ms. Kelly: Yeah, I don't think my question is so much like attacking the video, 
but in general –  
JC: Like say I became a rapper and like I went mainstream and I was 
like, “This is naughty, naughty, other rappers,” like, “no, bad.”  
And –  
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Ms. Kelly: Not even “naughty, naughty,” but Lupe didn't have videos like that, 
right?   
JC: He's saying some stuff, and they might listen to me and not do it.  
But, I mean, like I'm not going to become a rapper, so –  
Ms. Kelly: But do you all have the power to change the images that we see? 




As I dug deeper into the students’ apathy towards change, it became apparent that they  
did not seem themselves as empowered to change the general attitude of mainstream  
music or its consumers. J.C. admits that he doesn’t particularly care to change this  
imagery because it doesn’t affect him and even if it did, since he is not a rapper, there is  
nothing that he can do. The students also seemed to view the idea of “change” as  
needing to shape individual artists’ perspectives, rather than creating media that reflected  
their own perspectives.  
“The Media Is a Very Powerful Tool” 
 An important element of critical media literacy is the creation of new media texts, 
or what Kellner and Share (2007) refer to as “alternative media production,” a process 
which combines “the analytical skills to deconstruct mainstream media with the artistic 
and technical skills to construct alternative counter-hegemonic media” (p. 66). By 
creating new media, students can have control over what images and ideas they share and 
what platforms they use to share their work. Hobbs and Jensen (2009) write about a 
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particular student’s experience with creating digital content: “The creation and 
distribution of mediated messages from this student suddenly gave him a new choice; he 
could choose to be a vested participant in communities of his choosing- he became, in 
essence, a citizen of the world” (p. 9). According to these scholars, it is not enough for 
students to analyze media content; they must also participate in the process of creation in 
order to see themselves as empowered global citizens.  
 For the first half of the HHLC class, the work of the students was primarily 
focused on analysis and discussion of Hip Hop texts. However, in early December, the 
students were asked to collaborate on a media project that they were to present to a group 
of students at the Hip Hop Youth Summit, an event I organized through the Institute for 
Urban and Minority Education (IUME) at Teachers College, Columbia University. The 
process of creating a digital product that was shared with other young people at the 
summit in addition to the students’ experiences at the summit constituted a turning point 
in the ethos of the class.  
 After weeks of struggle to decide upon an idea, five of the nine students in the 
class worked together to create a 10 minute audio track that consisted of an original bass 
guitar track that Mark created and recorded in class, which was laid over the instrumental 
from Chief Keef’s song, “Hate Being Sober,” an original rap verse by Drew, and three 
spoken word poetry pieces by Sasha, Anthony, and Sonya. The theme of the track was 
“addiction.” Despite the difficulty in deciding on the project, the students were proud of 
their work in the end and played the track for the other students in attendance at the youth 
summit which took place the following month. While all of the students in the HHLC 
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class were invited to participate in the summit, only Sasha, Drew, Trey, Sonya, and 
Anthony attended. The other students in attendance were high school and college students 
from various Hip Hop and poetry classes in New York City. The summit opened with two 
workshops led by New York City teaching artists. The students then presented their 
creative pieces to each other, followed by a keynote from Dr. Chris Emdin, a professor of 
Science Education and Hip Hop Pedagogy who spoke about finding the “intersections”  
where young people can carve out spaces for hybridized youth identities. The event 
ended with a closing discussion among the students in which they reflected on the day’s 
activities and the state of education and Hip Hop.  
 The combined experience of creating and sharing a digital project, meeting other 
students doing similar work, interacting with a Hip Hop Education professor, and 
participating in the workshops of the day had a tremendous impact on the HHLC students 
who participated. I interviewed each of the students on our way back from the event to 
document their reflections on the day. Among his take aways from the day, Trey shared 
the following: 
 [I learned that] todays’ music- it will like influence people in a certain way,  
 which is absolutely correct, ‘cause I think the media is a very powerful tool… If  
 you just, like, speak positive, say positive things, the people will react. Basically,  
 the people are following what the media is doing. So if you was to take something 
 positive and put it into the media, then the people will follow it.  
Earlier in the semester, the students in the HHLC class had arrived at the understanding 
that popular media can significantly influence culture and identity. However, they did not 
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see themselves as capable of playing a role in this influence. In Trey’s reflection, he 
expresses the idea that individuals can challenge dominant ideology by creating 
“positive,” or counter-hegemonic media texts. Trey was not the only participant who felt 
empowered to create change after the summit. In class the following week, the students 
who participated in the summit shared their experiences with the rest of the class. Sonya 
was the first to share: 
 Personally, it was one of the best experiences of my life because it was – we were  
 filled with such a – group of this warm, generous, nice people.  And just the  
 energy that was there, we learned so much in such a short period of time, but we  
 spoke about so much.  And we just learned how to basically be ourselves and be  
 in school and just be without having to conform to anything and just be creative –  
 being our creative self without conforming to society's rules and everything –  
 everything that is wrong with society and everything that's wrong with the  
 education system.  And how we as people should handle that and how we should  
 accept it but try to want to move on from it and try to evoke change in schools and 
 with hip hop and with everything that we do.  
In Sonya’s reflection, it is clear that in contrast to earlier sentiments, she now saw herself 
as empowered to make change and to not simply accept things as they were. This idea 
was further solidified later in the conversation when the students were sharing their ideas 
for how to improve young people’s schooling experiences. Sonya had this to offer: 
 And being more – trying to be more outspoken would help.  Because I feel like  
 everybody thinks things, but they don't say it out loud because they feel like they  
 don't need to.  It's not important.  But it is important because whenever – we're the 
 youth of this school.  Whatever we say will help.  Even if it's not immediately, it  
 will.  It eventually will.  
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In previous discussions, Sonya, as well as other students in the class, had stated that there 
was nothing that she or other individuals could do to change society. Here, however, she 
expresses the idea that as individuals, students have the power to make change through 
their voices. Not only did the students’ individual perceptions of themselves as change 
agents shift after their experiences at the summit, but they also expressed a more hopeful 
attitude toward their ability to work together through the dialogic process in order to 
conceptualize ways to bring about social change.  
“Intersections” 
 In another conversation that took place in the week following the summit, the 
class was discussing the role of Hip Hop in society. I asked the students the following 
questions: “I wonder then if the idea- if it’s not so much about the artist and what they’re 
producing but the people who consume it and buy it- what do we do? How do we 
intervene? How do we address it? Do we maybe educate people who are buying this 
stuff? What do we do?” In the dialogue that followed, the students challenged, built upon, 
and incorporated each other’s views in order to arrive at a viable approach to social 
change through media. 
Sonya:  Yeah, both are equally as guilty. You can’t really change someone 
who wants to do what they want to do. Which is sad, and it would 
be good if everything could work out that way, but what can you 
do? 
Leon:  I don’t think they see it as like other music artists. ‘Cause they like 
…. It’s totally different views from like us and like regular kids. 
Say like … 7th graders. Like they just listen to a catchy beat and 
share it around. Like we know it’s, like, horrible- 
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Mark:  Like Soldier Boy 
Sonya:  How do you know? How do you know that they don’t know it’s 
horrible? 
Ms. Kelly:  Well if that’s the case, Leon, are you saying that they can be 
influenced? ‘Cause like Sonya was saying that we’re not gonna 
change their minds, but does that mean that we- 
Mark:  It’s not that we’re not gonna change their minds; they’re just not 
gonna admit that they’re wrong. 
Ms. Kelly:  As older people, is it on us to kind of like bring them up and like 
guide them? … Do we have an obligation when it comes to music 
to do the same thing? Like should we be educating young people? 
Or is it just like- whatever, let them do what they do? 
Jake:  It’s like whatever I think. 
Leon:  Yeah. I guess it’s whatever.  
Sonya:  ‘Cause they’re gonna do what they want to do. Some people you 
might be able to change, but you can’t change the world.   
Sasha:  I mean, you’d have to start at the root- like, you’d have to change 
the entire culture to change them.  
Sonya:  Exactly.  
Sasha:  The popular music has to, like, change for them to change.  
Drew:  It’s like meet at like a intersection inside the brainwashing. 
Sonya:  Brainwashing. 
Sasha:  Intersections! 
Ms. Kelly:  It’s all coming together. 
At the beginning of this discussion, the students admit that there is a problem with  
!155
popular culture, but they start to fall back into the pattern of resignation, with Sonya 
stating, “you can’t change the world.” Sasha then identifies culture as the problem and 
proposes the idea that “the entire culture” would have to change in order for consumers to 
change. After Sonya agrees, Sasha hones in on what exactly she means by “culture,” 
explaining, “The popular music has to, like, change…” At this point, Drew, who had been 
overwhelmingly quiet for most of the semester, connects Dr. Emdin’s ideas about finding 
the intersections with Mark’s insistence that society “brainwashes” everyone through 
media and remarks that the way in which we can reach youth is by finding the 
intersections- the spaces in between how people are socialized and who they truly are and 
start to build resistance from there. Simultaneously, Sonya, Sasha, and I recognize how 
Drew has built upon multiple ideas from people inside and outside of the class to arrive at 
this complex idea.  
 Interlude 
 As demonstrated in this chapter, dialogic classroom practices play an instrumental 
role in the development of students’ critical literacy practices. In the aforementioned 
examples, the discussion of Hip Hop texts led directly to discussions of social identities 
since Hip Hop as a genre and culture is laced with meanings about race, class, gender, 
and sexuality. Through participation in these discussions, the students in the HHLC class 
supported each other in collective meaning making, holding each other accountable for 
their words and ideas; analysis of the social meanings of race, class, gender, language, 
sexuality, ethnicity, identity, and culture; developing self knowledge and reflecting on 
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their ideas and experiences; and seeing themselves and each other as agents of change in 
their communities.  
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Track Six: 
HIP HOP IDENTITIES 
 Adolescence is a time period during which young people explore and constantly 
construct new identities for themselves (McClean, 2005). These identities are often 
mediated and complicated by a students’ social surroundings and engagement with 
popular culture (Bean & Moni, 2003; Davis, 2006; Dimitriadis, 2009). For some of the 
participants in this study, the space and context of the HHLC class allowed for them to 
openly grapple with questions of identity, provide support for each other in dealing with 
issues of identity, and reflect more critically upon their self-constructed, performed, and 
perceived identities, as they positioned themselves either within outside of, or fluctuating 
between Hip Hop identities. The HHLC class and curriculum also encouraged students to 
investigate and deconstruct identity representation, thereby supporting students in 
reflecting on and re-imagining their identities.  
 While the majority of class time in the HHLC class was devoted to the collective 
discussion of Hip Hop texts, there were also moments in which the students reflected on 
their individual identities in connection to Hip Hop. The students’ personal connections to 
Hip Hop and reasons for engaging in the music and culture became especially evident in 
their Hip Hop autobiographies. The Hip Hop autobiography assignment asked the 
students to “write or create your Hip Hop autobiography that describes your individual 
development through or with Hip Hop” (Appendix G). The parameters of the assignment 
were left intentionally open for interpretation so that the students could determine for 
themselves what format and content would best reflect their journey as individuals 
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through the lens of Hip Hop literature and culture. One requirement of the assignment, 
however, was to “reference the Hip Hop Literature and culture class at some point in your 
autobiography” (Appendix G). In this manner, I hoped to gain some understanding of the 
students’ experiences in the class, and the ways in which the classroom experience and 
their Hip Hop identities may have informed one another. For some of the students, the 
identities reflected in the autobiographies were significantly different from their 
performed identities in class, and in the case of some, it was through this final, written 
piece that I was able to gain insight into how the students thought about themselves and 
how they engaged with the class and with Hip Hop and popular culture.  
 In this chapter, I discuss the individual narratives of three of the participants in the 
HHLC class by analyzing their written Hip Hop autobiographies as well as particular 
moments in class and in one-on-one interactions in which they revealed their thinking 
about their own identity development. Specifically, this chapter focuses on the stories of 
Mark, Drew, and Sonya and draws parallels and distinctions between their individual 
experiences with Hip Hop, the process of identity formation, and the HHLC class. 
Identity Development Through Popular Culture 
 McLean (2005) writes, “… identity is a life story, which begins to be formed in 
late adolescence.... life stories serve to make sense of one’s past, present, and anticipate 
future and are partly constructed by making meaning of past experience” (p. 683). During 
their time in class, Mark, Sonya, and Drew were constantly constructing, shifting, and 
practicing identities through class discussion, personal reflection, and interpretation of 
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popular texts. As McLean (2005) argues, part of the process of identity formation for 
young people occurs through the act of sharing stories and making meaning of the past 
through reflection. Additionally, the meanings that young people construct around their 
experiences are often mediated through their engagement with popular culture and 
popular texts. According to Dimitriadis (2009), “... popular culture provides the key 
narratives or stories... that people make use of in coming to inhabit particular 
identities” (p. 126). Throughout the semester, it became clear that many of the 
participants in this study were continuously undergoing the process of identity 
construction, that they were at varying levels of awareness of this process, and that their 
identity performance and understanding of self was either directly or indirectly connected 
to the ways in which they positioned themselves within popular culture.  
Hip Hop Narratives 
 I begin this section with a discussion of Mark, who was a 12th grade student 
during the semester in which the HHLC class took place. 
Mark 
 Mark and I first met during his freshman year when he was suspended from school 
for several months, and I provided his mandated home tutoring in 9th grade English. 
Even at 14, Mark was a mature student. His father had passed away when he was young 
and his brother had a long-time battle with drug addiction. Mark took on a lot of 
responsibility at home, where he lived with his mother and brother. As a result of these 
life experiences, Mark was a precocious, practical, and knowledgeable student who often 
seemed wise beyond his years.  
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 On the first day of the HHLC class, the students were asked to share their names, a 
favorite line from a Hip Hop song, and what brought them to the class. In response to the 
latter prompt, Mark, a White, male student, stated that he was in the class because his 
guidance counselor put him in it. He also revealed that he did not actively listen to Hip 
Hop, and could not provide a line from a Hip Hop song. In spite of these early 
pronouncements, Mark was an active member in class throughout the entire semester. He 
participated regularly in class discussions, submitted projects and assignments on time, 
and frequently offered insightful and relevant comments when discussing Hip Hop texts.  
 The first class assignment required students to present to their favorite Hip Hop 
song and an explanation of that choice. Despite having announced that he did not listen to 
Hip Hop, Mark presented a Gang Starr song, “Moment of Truth”  and explained that he 9
knew the song from a video game  that he used to play with his brother. The song 10
reminded him of time spent with his brother playing this game. Thus, even though Mark 
did not identify himself with Hip Hop culture or music, it was still a part of his identity.  
 In fact, Mark’s Hip Hop identity had begun to develop long before he entered the 
class. In his Hip Hop autobiography, Mark explains that he listened to Hip Hop as a child, 
connecting to its artistry and sound: “At the time I was too young to analyze the lyrics 
and really understand what they were talking about, but absolutely loved th[e] beats and 
the flow that they spit over them.” During a class discussion, Mark referenced this time 
period, noting that he listened to Lil’ Wayne uncritically, not paying much attention to his 
 From the 1998 Album Moment of Truth, released on Virgin Records. 9
 Dave Mirra Freestyle BMX 2, released on Playstation 2 in 2001.10
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lyrics. It is, in fact, possible that this memory found its way into Mark’s autobiography as 
a result of its coming up during class discussion. If this is the case, then it is evident that 
class discussion had a direct impact on Mark’s self-reflection and awareness of his own 
critical literacy development.  
 In his autobiography, Mark details the moment in which he “discovered” Heavy 
Metal music and a truer identity for himself: 
 All of this changed in a single day when my brother rand I stepped into Tower  
 Records. I had never been in a store like this before, and being the little brother I  
 was, I followed my older brother around the store. I couldn't help but look in awe  
 at all of the music he was buying. The covers of the heavy metal albums enticed  
 me. Their darkness had caught my attention and ignited a spark within my body.  
Mark describes this transition from Hip Hop consumption to Heavy Metal consumption 
as one that impacted his choices in clothing and hair and his relationship with his parents: 
“I traded in my Nikes for Vans and my blue baggy jeans for black ones with chains on 
them. I grew my hair out so I could head bang in style. My father supported it while my 
mom did not. My dad bought me my first guitar for my 10th birthday. After that there 
was no turning back. I was going to be a rocker until the day I die.” In this reflection, 
Mark highlights the multiple layers of his adolescent identity development. Being a 
“rocker” was about much more than how he dressed or wore his hair; it was also about 
his ability to participate in this culture, marked by the gift of his first guitar. It is also 
important to note that the guitar was given to Mark by his late father, thus solidifying the 
connection between his music, his family, and his identity.  
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 Based on his autobiography, Mark’s experiences in class led him to reflect on his 
early experiences with music and popular culture and connect those nascent moments to 
his current ways of engaging with music. In his narrative, Mark makes connections 
between Heavy Metal and Hip Hop music, and positions himself somewhere in between, 
carving out a space for his own individualized and hybrid identity. He writes, “Heavy 
metal and Hip Hop are on two different ends of the music spectrum, but I feel that I can 
draw a line between them and innovate my own style.... Hip Hop has allowed me to 
develop as an individual by broadening my horizons and my taste in music.” While Mark 
recognizes the ways in which his experience with music has shaped his individual 
identity, he also describes the way in which Hip Hop identities can be performative, 
separating individuals who might otherwise feel connected, and creating a false group 
identity that constructs more barriers than it breaks down. Mark admits, “... the first few 
weeks I was very uncomfortable in this class. I felt like an outsider, and I did not belong. 
But the group discussions and activities slowly eased me into the class, as I was able to 
open up about my ideas to the rest of the class. [HHLC] has made me realize that once 
you strip away the clothes, the shoes, the hair, and the other extremities that mask our 
personalities, we are all the same in one way or another.” While these statements could be 
read as a colorblind narrative (Bonilla-Silva, 2010) of false equality, the context of these 
ideas indicates that while Mark initially felt isolated due to his perceived disengagement 
with Hip Hop, he found a safe space within the class to assert his individual identity 
while simultaneously forging a group identity with the other students. In reflecting on his 
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Hip Hop identity, Mark describes Hip Hop as “a solid anchor in a world that is constantly 
changing. It is about being in touch with your roots, your ideals, and your true inner self.” 
 Mark’s autobiography, in addition to his commentary during class, reveals his 
increasing awareness of his identity development and the ways in which his identity is 
still in the process of being formed. Towards the end of the semester, when Mark handed 
in the first draft of his Hip Hop autobiography, I read it and said that it was clear and 
detailed, yet did not seem to reflect anything concrete about his personality or how he 
thought about his identity. I asked, “Could you add a bit more about who you are as a 
result of these experiences?” He responded, “I don’t know who I am.” This comment 
revealed a great deal about Mark’s developing sense of self and how he positioned 
himself in his social environment as someone who was still unsettled and in the process 
of becoming.  
 Like Mark, Sonya was also very candid about her identity development. During 
class discussion and in her Hip Hop autobiography, Sonya reflected on how her identity 
has shifted over time and the impact of social expectations on her performed identities. In 
the next section, I discuss the ways in which Sonya’s class comments and her Hip Hop 
autobiography reveal her willingness and ability to reflect on her identity as transient.  
Sonya 
 Sonya was an 11th grade student in the HHLC class and had been a student in my 
10th grade English class the previous year. From my previous experience with Sonya, I 
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knew that she identified as “emo ” and I was surprised to see her on the first day of the 11
HHLC class. On that day, Sonya explained that while she did not actively listen to Hip 
Hop, she had a love for it. During the semester, Sonya often made connections between 
class texts and her family, including the experiences of her mother or grandmother. As a 
Black female, she was open about her past experiences and current struggles with identity 
and social acceptance. Similar to Mark, Sonya also expressed feelings of confusion about 
her identity and role in her social circles. During a conversation about authentic identity 
performance in school, she said the following: 
 When I first moved here, I tried to like- I didn’t know who I was; I still don’t.  
 Like, it’s different. I feel like I’m two people. I’m Sonya from [the city] and  
 Sonya from [the town in which the school is located], ‘cause I’ve been here for  
 like four years now. Like, I tried to relate to the kids when I first moved here. I  
 started putting on- like, I threw away my Rocawear , and started putting on like  12
 Abercrombie  and stuff. And I was like- this is weird. Like, this isn’t me. And I  13
 would be friends with  them and I just felt they were really fake about it. 
During this discussion, Sonya is simultaneously making sense of her past experiences and 
reflecting on her identity performance. When she says, “I didn’t know who I was; I still 
don’t,” it is clear that she is still in the process of shifting and constructing her own 
identity, and that she is aware that this is a process. Like Mark, who traded “Nikes for 
 “a style of rock music influenced by punk rock and featuring introspective and emotionally fraught 11
lyrics” Emo. In Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary. Retrieved February 19, 2016, from http://
www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/emo
 An urban clothing company founded in New York in 1999 by Jay-Z and Damon Dash. 12
 Short for Abercrombie and Fitch, an American clothing company founded in 1892. 13
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Vans and my blue baggy jeans for black ones with chains on them,” Sonya also associates 
clothing styles and brands with identity performance. For both students, the donning of 
distinct types of clothing was symbolic of their experimentation with popular identities, 
which can be as visible and fleeting as fashion trends.  
 In many moments, it was clear that Sonya had already reflected on certain ideas 
and experiences; in other moments, she seemed to be working through her ideas aloud 
and possibly for the first time. Sonya also seemed more willing than others to openly 
discuss issues of race and class. She often made reference to discussions with her mother 
and grandmother, and it seems as though there is a level of racial literacy (Sealey-Ruiz, 
2011) in her home that most of the other students had not been exposed to or were not as 
comfortable with. As a result, while many students were new to discussions of race, class, 
gender, or sexuality, Sonya entered these conversations with a clearer sense of her own 
ideas and understandings about social identity. Based upon her comments, it seems that 
storytelling is a part of her home experience and that stories are passed down at home as 
a regular practice. Thus, Sonya seemed comfortable with storytelling in class in a way 
that the other students perhaps were not. 
 While Mark, Anthony, Sasha, and Trey seemed supportive of Sonya’s verbal 
contributions, J.C. Jake, Leon, and Drew often had distinctly negative reactions to 
Sonya’s personal stories, especially when the stories involved her urban identity. In fact, 
sometimes the boys would try to provoke or make fun of her by shouting out the name of 
the city that she is originally from in the middle of a class discussion or presentation. In 
other moments, the boys’ resistance to Sonya’s identities manifested in an attempt to 
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silence her by talking over her or negating an idea that she had put forth. When I spoke to 
three of these four students outside of class one day about their disengagement with class 
discussions, they indicated that part of the reason for their lack of engagement was that 
they felt the other students were not “open-minded.” When I began to point out examples 
of the students in the class showing open-mindedness, they conceded that it was really 
Sonya whom they felt was not “open-minded.”  
 What is fascinating about the boys’ perception of  Sonya is that she showed more 
evidence of open-mindedness than any of the other students in class. Upon reading the 
transcriptions from the semester, I found that Sonya constantly listened to others and 
actively shaped her own ideas through and with theirs. She frequently cosigned what 
others said, including the same students who claimed that she was not open-minded. 
More than any of the other students, Sonya was very candid about developing her ideas 
out loud in class. While she was very vocal and willing to share her thoughts and 
personal stories, she was not any more opinionated or stubborn than anyone else in class. 
In fact, the students who seemed most resistant to others’ ideas were Mark and JC, who 
are both White males. This leads me to wonder if they might have been more accepting of 
Sonya if she had spoken less. If they had been successful in silencing her and if she had 
allowed the male students in the room to dominate the discussions, would they have 
viewed her as less narrow-minded? Perhaps it was Sonya’s honesty- her willingness to 
explicitly name race, class, and gender that caused discomfort for these students. 
 Unfortunately, since I was actively engaged in facilitating classroom lessons 
throughout the semester, it was only upon reviewing the video footage of class and the 
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audio transcriptions that I realized the full extent of the boys’ teasing of Sonya. In a 
follow-up interview with Drew, I asked him about his and the other boys’ treatment of 
Sonya during the HHLC class. Not wanting to seem accusatory, I posed my questions as 
a curiosity: 
Ms. Kelly I noticed there was a lot of like the two of them [J.C. and Leon] 
whispering from the back of the room “[the name of the city that 
Sonya is from]” every time Sonya was presenting. And I was 
wondering did everyone else notice this was happening? 
Drew: Yeah. I guess you could say the guys knew, yeah. 
Ms. Kelly: I remember the one time you guys mentioned it in that one 
conversation, but I thought it was because of the day before. I 
didn't realize this was happening for months. Did she know? 
Drew: I don't think she knew. It was because of her attitude and 
everything. So they [J.C. and Jake] gave her the nickname…. I 
think it was when she talked about [the city] and her attitude. You 
know what I'm saying? She brought that… attitude. 
While Drew’s explanation ultimately leaves me with more questions than answers, it is 
evident that there are multiple identities in conflict here. Drew, Jake, J.C., and Leon 
seemed to take offense to Sonya’s insistence on claiming and owning her urban identity, 
which Drew describes as an “attitude.” Perhaps this served as a reminder to them of their 
suburban identities and a perceived disconnect between Hip Hop and the suburbs. 
Additionally, since Sonya was the only Black female student in the room, her experiences 
may have seemed singular and out of place for those who had not previously interacted 
explicitly with ideas of race and gender. As a result, her willingness to be vulnerable in 
the class inadvertently led to criticism from these four students. 
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 In her discussion of the challenges that Black teachers face in predominately 
White spaces, Ladson-Billings (1996) describes a similar occurrence in her own 
classroom involving a student who was similar to Sonya in that she “had an interest in 
feminist politics” and throughout the semester had “made connections between issues 
concerning gender and those dealing with race and class;” like Sonya, this student 
“always had something to say that added to the discussion” (Ladson-Billings, 1996, p. 
81). Ladson-Billings (1996) describes the ways in which the students in the class who did 
not share the same ideologies used disparaging actions to shame the student into silence: 
“I noticed that the more she had to say, the more quiet the other students became. 
Somewhere near the midpoint of the course, I noticed a group of White, upper-middle-
class female students who sat together, whispering among themselves and rolling their 
eyes whenever this student would speak out” (p. 81). Like Sonya, this student 
experienced silencing and marginalization in the classroom since her ideologies and 
identities were incongruous with those of the majority of the students in the class. 
However, unlike the talkative student that Ladson-Billings describes who, “began to say 
less and less in class and restrict her lengthy comments to conversations in my office,” 
Sonya refused to be silenced by the other students in class and instead continued to share 
her ideas and her stories.  
 When the students were asked to bring in their favorite Hip Hop song for the first 
class assignment, Sonya presented the song “Vocab” by the Fugees. She recalled listening 
to it in the car with her mother when she was a child, and explained that she was 
introduced to Hip Hop music through her mother. In her Hip Hop autobiography, she 
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writes, “The oldest and most vivid memories I have are sitting in the car in the back seat 
singing all the words to every song on Jay-z and Linkin Park’s album Collision Course. 
Or the Fugees and A Tribe Called Quest and amazing hip hop artists like Nas.” Thus, Hip 
Hop was a part of Sonya’s childhood identity and memories of and with her mother.  
 Not only did Sonya use Hip Hop texts to make sense of her own experiences, but 
she also used her own experiences to make sense of Hip Hop texts. One day, during the 
narrative unit, Jake presented a lesson in which he played “Keisha’s Song,” by Kendrick 
Lamar, which tells the story of a young woman who is sexually abused as a child and 
then becomes a prostitute and ends up murdered. I asked about the last two lines, in 
which Lamar raps, “My little sister eleven, I looked her right in the face/ The day that I 
wrote this song, set her down and pressed play.” To make sense of these lines, Sonya 
shared the following story:  
 About the little sister... umm... I see why he sort of did it. ‘Cause from my   
 example, I wasn’t doing any of that at all, but just to, like, show me, my mom- she 
 made me sit down and watch this movie. I think it’s called Thirteen or   
 something, and …. It’s like made basically for teen girls to just sort of like wake  
 up and just realize - this is what you could be like if you’re  not strong and if you  
 don’t say “no.” And I guess it’s kind of like what he’s trying to do for his little  
 sister. He’s not necessarily saying that she is a prostitute... but what he’s saying,  
 like, these things do happen, and in the future you’re gonna have to learn how to  
 say “no.”  
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In this example, “Keisha’s Song” brought up a memory for Sonya that she was able to 
use in order to understand Lamar’s reasoning for creating the song as a warning, or 
cautionary tale, for his sister and possibly for young Black females in general. This is 
also an example that may connect to young females of color in a way that it might not for 
males or White females. Thus, Sonya’s social identity along with her past experience 
allowed her to connect to and access this Hip Hop text in a way that helped her to better 
understand her own experience along with the text itself. 
 When I assigned the Hip Hop autobiography project, I read my own Hip Hop 
autobiography to the class to serve as an example. In my narrative, I trace my Hip Hop 
identity chronologically through the development and transitions of both Hip Hop and 
myself. In her Hip Hop autobiography, Sonya chose a similar format, chronologically 
exploring her individual growth and development, making references to specific Hip Hop 
artists and songs, and reflecting upon the ways in which she performed the identities 
made available to her through Hip Hop music and culture. In essence, as Hip Hop culture 
shifted, so did her Hip Hop identity. In the following excerpt, Sonya makes explicit 
connections between popular media consumption and the shaping of one’s values: 
 By the time I got to first grade that’s when everything changed. My face was  
 stuck in the TV watching channel 188 or MTV hits. That’s when 6 year old boys  
 walked around holding their crotches chanting “go shawty it’s ya birthday” or  
 telling me how they wanted me to “lick them like a lollipop.” Hip Hop trained  
 them to be violent aggressive and only look at girls for this butts and cleavage. In  
 my mind that was okay. (Kelly, 2016, p. 535) 
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In this reflection, Sonya attempts to make sense of the identities and values embedded in 
popular media and absorbed by young people when she writes, “Hip Hop trained   
them to be violent aggressive and only look at girls for this butts and cleavage.” This 
statement reflects an awareness of the ways in which media can shape young people’s 
ideologies, as Sonya directly connects the popular song lyrics of the time to the ways in 
which the boys in her community shaped their expectations of and language towards the 
girls. She also reflects on her complicity in this process when she says, “In my mind that 
was okay.” In this autobiography, Sonya  critically engages with her own development 
over time and attempts to connect pieces of her identity with the social factors that helped 
to shape it.  
 Having spent her childhood years in an urban area, Sonya reveals a part of her 
identity that is tied to her urban roots and, by default, to Hip Hop. Her conflicted 
relationship with Hip Hop is made clear when she writes, “You see hip-hop and I have 
been in this love hate relationship for 5 years now. In my short life Hip Hop has made, 
broken, loved, hated, ostracized, and confused me. Living in [the city] for most of my life 
hip hop was and still is a way of life. If you didn’t listen to it what the hell was wrong 
with you?” Part of the conflict that Sonya reveals here is her inextricable connection to 
Hip Hop as a result of her identities as urban, Black, and female. Whether or not she 
chose to be engaged in Hip Hop, it would continue to define and remain a part of her in 
ways that she simultaneously rejected and embraced. For Sonya, aligning herself with a  
“Hip Hop identity” forced her to speak, act, and dress in ways that were prescribed for 
her. However, relinquishing this identity could also result in giving up a form of social 
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capital that was integral to her participation in her social community. Sonya’s narrative 
goes on to explain the social capital that is gained by “playing by the rules” of Hip Hop: 
 Hip Hop told me that I needed to be sexy, cake my lips with extra shiny lip gloss  
 and shake my butt for men or popular 6th grade boys to like me. So I ‘popped  
 locked and dropped it’ in front of a mirror until I had mastered the art of shaking  
 my ass. It wasn’t an option you just had to know and you were happy to do it  
 because when recess time came you could show off your skills and be popular.  
 (Kelly, 2016, p. 535) 
In this reflection, Sonya describes her Hip Hop identity as a choice that was made for, 
rather than by her when she says, “It wasn’t an option you just had to know and you were 
happy to do it.” According to this narrative, the reward for participation in this type of 
Hip Hop identity was popularity and male attention, two concepts that Sonya valued at 
the time.  
 As Sonya describes in her autobiography, over time, she began to actively resist 
what she perceived as a Hip Hop identity, and instead began to listen to different types of 
music and associate with a new group of friends. This disassociation with Hip Hop music 
and culture allowed her to explore new parts of her identity. Sonya writes, “I cut hip-hop 
and rap off when I met my scene  friends. Once in a while I would listen to [rap] and it’s 14
not like I could escape it. Deep down I was still an [urban] girl…. Yes I still knew all the 
popular rap songs I couldn’t completely separate myself but comments like ‘you’re so 
 As described by Harris (2000), a “flexible, loose kind of space within which music is produced; a kind of 14
'context' for musical practice. It assumes less about the homogeneity and coherence of its constituent 
activities and members.”
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black’ or ‘that’s so ghetto’ pushed me further away from it.” In this reflection, Sonya 
reinforces the idea that she will always be linked in some way to Hip Hop when she 
writes, “it’s not like I could escape it.” However, the stereotypes and stigmas that others 
in her social community attached to the consumption of rap music encouraged her to keep 
a distance in order to forge a new identity.  
 One significant moment in which Sonya’s process of becoming was evident 
occurred after the Hip Hop Youth Summit. On the way back from the summit, I asked the 
students to reflect on their experience of the day and to share that experience with me as I 
video recorded them. I wanted to capture the students’ reactions while the experience was 
still fresh in their minds. Sonya shared the following:  
 First off, today was like a life-changing experience. It helped me, like, on my  
 journey to what I want to do in life. And it was seriously, like, the best day of my  
 life. It helped me so much as a person… The things that I learned, like, apply to-  
 speaking to real human beings. And I’ve never had an interaction with a person  
 where I felt such warmth and I felt a  connection- other than texting or speaking,  
 like a mental, spiritual connection with a person through the things that they were  
 saying and through poetry and Hip Hop and through music and just the influence  
 of it. 
After months of participating in class discussions and presentations, Sonya was able to 
gain a clearer idea of the identities that she wanted to shed and those that she wanted to 
engage with. The experience of meeting and engaging in dialogue with the students from 
other schools at the youth summit helped her to connect to others in a way that she had 
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not previously experienced. As a result, she seemed to find a validation of her identity 
development that could only come from the support of other young people who were or 
had been engaged in similar processes.  
 In the last week of school, I distributed an exit survey (Appendix I) to the students 
in the HHLC class. Although the survey asked the students to avoid writing their names 
in order to remain anonymous, Sonya chose to write her name on her survey. Sonya’s 
individual journey during the semester is reflected in some of her responses to the survey 
questions. In response to the question, “What is the most important thing that you learned 
in class?” Sonya wrote, “Creativity and love for all.” The increased “love for all” was 
evident throughout the semester in Sonya’s responses to the other students in the class. 
Even when the other students disagreed with Sonya or shared ideas that conflicted with 
her own experiences, Sonya often accommodated that person by agreeing with their ideas 
and then revising her own or acknowledging and accepting that person’s point of view 
without judgment. Sonya was, in fact, the only class participant who consistently showed 
acceptance and empathy towards the other students.  
 One example of this occurred during the class discussion of the film Blacking Up. 
Sonya was explaining her idea that race was so pervasive that it often precedes a person’s 
identity. She said, “Like, when I walk into a roomful of white people, I know for a fact 
that when you first look at me, you don't see girl.  You see black, right? … That's just – 
that's embedded inside of you” (Kelly, 2016, p. 533). As soon as Sonya said this, Mark, 
Jake, and J.C., immediately rejected this idea, respectively asserting, “That’s not true,” 
“No,” and “That’s wrong.” Rather than react to the White males’ denial of her perceived 
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experience, Sonya adjusted her explanation: “Well, not for certain – not for everyone.  
I'm not saying – I'm saying the majority” (Kelly, 2016, p. 533). In this instance, Sonya 
conveys her ideas and experience while allowing the three students who had objected to 
exclude themselves from the “majority” of people who, Sonya believes, see race before 
anything else. This survey response and Sonya’s patterns during class discussion reveal 
the possibility that the experience of discussing complex ideas in class with such a 
diverse group pushed her to consider multiple worldviews and, in some moments, to 
rethink her own.  
 The final question on the exit survey (see Figure 2), asked the students to identify 
which, if any, connections in their lives were strengthened by their participation in the 
HHLC class. According to Sonya’s survey, her experience in the class helped her to feel 
closer to her school community, the Hip Hop community, her family, and herself. Not 
only did Sonya check the box for “self,” but she also circled it three times and drew an 
arrow on the left and right side of the word, indicating how strongly she felt about this 
choice. This response reveals just how powerful Sonya’s experience in the class was and 
the impact that it had on her knowledge of self.   
Figure 2 
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 Three years after the HHLC class ended, I had the opportunity to reunite with 
Sonya for a follow up interview. At the time, she was a sophomore in college, pursuing a 
degree in jazz music. When I asked Sonya to recall her experience in the HHLC class, 
she said, “It was something I was very interested in and something I was very passionate 
about and it was very close to my identity as a person and it, like, helped a lot so I would 
definitely say it was the best class I took at school.” Sonya then recalled moments during 
high school in which she and other class members would spend time together outside of 
class and encounter an idea that we had discussed in class. She explained, “It was always 
in the back of our minds that we were listening to Hip Hop a lot differently.” These 
recollections reinforce the idea that Sonya’s participation in the class pushed her to 
reencounter Hip Hop in new ways than she had previously and consequently encouraged 
her to think about her identity.  
 During this conversation, Sonya also discussed her previous struggles as a young 
Black female in high school who did not strongly identify with the values and 
representations she associated with Hip Hop culture and thereby with the mainstream 
Black community. At the same time, she felt very proud and connected to her heritage as 
a Black person. As a result, she never quite felt as though she fully belonged to a strong 
social circle during her adolescence. During this conversation, as Sonya described how it 
was “hard to be Black” during her schooling experiences, it became clear that while 
Sonya’s conflicts with her self-constructed and perceived identities were evident in both 
her written and spoken reflections during the HHLC class, there were also many feelings 
that she had about her racialized identity that she had not shared openly with the other 
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students. Ironically, another student in the class, Drew, had similar internal conflicts 
concerning his racial identity and feelings of otherness. These thoughts, however, were 
only revealed to me through is Hip Hop autobiography. According to Drew’s narrative, 
he, like Sonya, had found himself straddling multiple worlds, and not entirely 
comfortable in any. 
Drew 
 Drew, a Black male, was a 12th grade student during the semester of the HHLC 
class. He was one of two students in the class with whom I did not have any previous 
experience. While Drew was conscientious about submitting his class assignments on 
time and asking about his grades, he participated only sporadically in class discussions, 
and even this participation was limited to a few words. When asked to present Hip Hop 
texts to the class, Drew often chose songs by ‘Lil B, a California-born rapper known for 
his use of social media to promote his songs. A running joke in the class was that Drew 
used every opportunity he could to play a Lil’ B song. While most of the other students 
did not consider Lil’ B to be a serious artist, Drew enjoyed listening to and sharing his 
music. Unlike the lyrically complex and stylistic songs that most of the participants 
brought to class, Lil’ B’s lyrics are very simple and often redundant. For example, the 
chorus of one ‘Lil B song that Drew presented called “Justin Bieber” reads as follows: 
Bieber (spoken eight times), woo, swag/ Justin (spoken eight times)/ yeah man you know 
what it is man, Based God, swagged up, yeah man I’m swagged up/ oh my god/ Bieber/ 
based god I’m back/ Justin.” While some of the students in the class stated that ‘Lil B’s 
music is meant to parody and critique the current state and content of rap, Drew’s 
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interpretation was that ‘Lil B’s songs are about having fun and simplicity. After 
presenting ‘Lil B’s song “Bill Bellamy,” to the class, Drew explained, “He could be 
rapping about sad things, but instead he did the opposite.” In my researcher memo, I had 
written, “I wondered why specifically that song was so appealing to him. It was 
interesting to me because it seemed to me like he represented the minority in the room- 
those students who listen to Hip Hop for the fun and [levity] of it.”  
 A possible reason for why Drew sought messages and songs of simplicity was 
revealed to me towards the end of the semester when I was informed that his mother was 
suffering from multiple sclerosis and that he was residing outside of the district and was 
considered homeless. Each morning during the school year, he took a bus, a train, 
walked, and took another bus in order to get to school. In class, Drew did not mention 
any of this. Even in his autobiography, he did not elaborate on these difficulties. He did, 
however, allude to the fact that there were complications in his life that necessitated his 
investment in Hip Hop, and specifically Hip Hop that was uncomplicated.  
 In his narrative, Drew explains that the significance of Hip Hop in his life is that it 
gives him “an identity where I can relate and shape myself into.” In other words, Hip Hop 
provided for him examples and representations of identity that he connected to and that 
allowed him to imagine new possibilities for his own life:  
 The parts of hip-hop I connect with are the language and themes of most rappers  
 who had a hard young life but made that their drive to success. Sometimes I had  
 thought I can become a rapper but then again I don’t feel like I would be good  
 enough but we never know unless I try and 2Chainz and Lil B make me feel like I 
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 have a chance to become a rapper that’s why I always look up to new rap artist  
 and how they made it to the mainstream. That’s why I like Trinidad James to[o]  
 he made one song which is so dumb but it makes people laugh and now   
 everybody knows it and now he’s famous.  
For Drew, what these artists provided was hope and the possibility of a way out. He goes 
on to explain his own struggles with identity and the role that Hip Hop plays in helping 
him to negotiate this: 
 Another reason why I like rap so much is the lifestyle most rappers live I want to  
 live coming from nothing and how dark my life has been over the years   
 everybody story different but if I told you it would be long story for a different  
 kind of paper. Trying to make Hip-hop my identi[t]y cause really I don’t know  
 who I am anymore like I’m too white to hang with the black kids and [too black  
 to hang with the white kids] sometimes I feel like a outcast. Hip-hop seems like a  
 calling I’m trying to take cause I don’t know if I can deal with the work world and 
 I’m not smart enough to get a Good job that I will enjoy or like.... All I want to  
 say is hip-hop is one of the things that keeping me sane like if I did not have it I  
 don’t know how I would be able to deal with stress and this society. I love hip-hop 
 and music really does save people from them[selves]. 
In describing one of his participants’ engagement with the iconic persona and music of 
rapper Tupac, Dimitriadis (2009) writes, “These songs, it seems, provide young people 
like this one with ... discursive strategies for confronting and coping with specific day-to-
day concerns .... Tupac’s life story and his music... gave voice to the everyday reality this 
young person faced” (p. 134). Like the youth Dimitriadis (2009) describes, Drew’s 
narrative reveals a great deal about how he uses the life stories and music of particular 
artists in order to support and construct his own identity. While in class Drew presented 
an uncomplicated Hip Hop identity, in his autobiography, he expresses confusion about 
his self-identification, or knowledge of self, when he writes, “I don’t know who I am 
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anymore.” While the reason for this uncertainty is likely quite different from those of 
Sonya and Mark, Drew also reveals insecurity about his identity and a sense of 
displacement. In many ways, identifying with Hip Hop culture and with particular artists 
or narratives can fill in these gaps and give young people a sense of self and place that 
they might otherwise lack (Clay, 2003).  
  Drew’s narrative also explains his fascination with mainstream Hip Hop artists 
and the significance of Hip Hop as both culture and profession. According to Drew, he is 
able to see his own story in the narratives of particular Hip Hop artists, and their success 
creates possibilities for his own success. He is also able to define success in new ways 
through the representations present in Hip Hop. As he writes, a Black man who is seen or 
perceived by himself as an “outcast,” “unable to deal with the work world,” or “not smart 
enough to get a Good job,” can still find ways to escape a “dark” life through Hip Hop 
music. Not only does Drew use Hip Hop texts and identities as a way to re-imagine his 
own identity and future, but he also relies on the music as a way to “deal with stress” and 
stay sane in the face of academic, home, family, and racial difficulties that he faces in 
addition to the hardships of being a disempowered youth in society.  
Interlude 
 All three of the participants discussed in this chapter stated at some point during 
the semester, either in writing or out loud, that they did not know who they were. This 
declaration reveals much about the transient and shifting identities of young people and 
the students’ narratives highlight the role of popular music and culture in this 
development. Additionally, it is clear that the function of Hip Hop in the lives of the 
!181
participants is not only based upon their personal interest in the music and culture; it is 
also very much connected to their raced, classed, and gendered identities. Both Sonya’s 
and Drew’s narratives reveal that there is something to be gained- a cultural capital 
inherent in Hip Hop identity performance (Bourdieu, 1986; Clay, 2003). Unlike Mark, 
who did not seem to face significant social consequences in leaving behind his Hip Hop 
identity for Heavy Metal, Sonya and Drew both suggest that their identities, and 
specifically their Black identities, are innately linked to Hip Hop culture and that others 
will define them by these standards, regardless of how the two choose to define 
themselves.  
 For some of the participants in this study, such as Drew, the existence of Hip Hop 
has a direct impact on their own existence, while students such as Mark have the ability 
to choose their level of engagement with Hip Hop culture without facing great risk. Since 
Hip Hop is inherently connected to race (Kitwana, 2002), it was an important factor in 
the identity construction of both Sonya and Drew. Both students struggled to make sense 
of their racialized identities and at particular moments used Hip Hop as a means by which 
to do so.  For many of the the students in this study, the HHLC class provided a space in 
which they could begin to examine and perhaps unravel the layers of their complex 
identities.  
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Track Seven  
FINAL TRACK 
Reflections 
 When I first conceptualized the Hip Hop Literature class, I was most interested in 
discovering how a critical reading of Hip Hop as classroom text might impact high 
school-aged students’ understandings of race, class, and gender. As I began to construct a 
qualitative case study of the class, I began to wonder more generally what this class 
would look like on a daily basis and how the students in the class would engage with it. 
Since my own identity is intertwined with my lifelong relationship with Hip Hop, I 
entered the study with numerous assumptions about how young people identify through 
and with Hip Hop and the power that Hip Hop has to transform. I perceived the 
classroom space as one that would be transformative for the students’ identities and civic 
engagement. 
 In reality, the HHLC class was a challenging and oftentimes tense space for me 
and for many of the students. There were moments in which the students seemed deeply 
invested in the class and other moments in which I felt as though I was the only one 
invested. In my researcher journal from the first week of class, I capture some of this 
oscillation: 
 The first two days were rough. Four white male students did all of the talking and   
 the others just sat silently during class discussion. Today was a breakthrough. The  
 students were assigned to bring in their favorite Hip Hop  songs and an    
 explanation of why this is their favorite song. Today there was only time for 6 of  
 the students to go, but they all seemed SO eager. Their explanations varied from  
 being super personal to just- “I’ve always liked this song.” But to me it was  
 profound that I felt like they were sharing a piece of themselves and their lives  
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 with us…. I feel much better today than the other days because I feel that they are  
 finally beginning to share and invest.  
In that first week, I quickly realized that in order for the students to engage in the class, I 
would need to devote a lot of class time to having them bring in texts that had meaning 
for them. At the same time, however, it was important to me that the class was a place of 
critical literacy development and not simply one in which we all share and celebrate 
music. To that end, I attempted to encourage critical questioning and discussion of the 
texts. I found that while bringing in songs was easy for the students, discussing the songs 
was not. After the sixth week of the class, I wrote the following reflection in my 
researcher journal: 
 I am feeling quite disillusioned by this class. I’m not sure what exactly the   
 problem is, but I feel as though the students are somewhat disengaged, and while I  
 am absolutely passionate about the curriculum, themes, and projects…. I feel like  
 I don’t want to do anything to push the students further away, since it is an  
 elective course and if I push too hard, they may drop it…. The moments when the  
 students seem most engaged is when we are listening to lyrics and watching  
 videos. Often, they make comments to each other during songs and videos….  
 However, when the song or video is over and it is time for discussion, most  
 students do not say anything, and those who do speak do so very generally and  
 somewhat disinterestedly. I don’t want to abandon the curriculum, because I think  
 that it is powerful and can be significant and transformative for the students. The  
 issues is how to get them to engage more.  
As both a teacher and researcher, I found the lack of student engagement disheartening. I 
had been eager to discuss Hip Hop with the students in the class; however, in working 
with such a diverse group of students, I began to see that they brought such disparate, and 
at times divergent, perspectives to their understanding of Hip Hop music and the study of 
this music as classroom text, that discussions were difficult. Approximately half of the 
students in the class were interested in critically engaging with Hip Hop. The other 
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students were most engaged when they played their favorite songs for the class, but they 
were often silent when it was time to actually discuss the songs. In the same reflection 
from week 6, I wrote, “I have been trying to incorporate as much student voice as 
possible through class discussion, having students teach lessons, and having them 
present. Last week, Jake taught a lesson in the narrative unit using 3 songs he had 
selected. However, he did not prepare questions or activities; he simply played the song, 
summarized what it was about, and asked if anyone had questions.” No one had 
questions. In an effort to fill the silence, I asked questions of the texts that Jake had 
presented. Slowly, the students began to add to the discussion with comments and 
observations; however, my voice was most dominant.  
 In reviewing the transcriptions of class recordings, I was uncomfortable with the 
amount of talking I did in the beginning of the semester. I could hear myself asking 
questions and offering ideas simply to keep the conversation going. However, as the 
semester progressed, I heard my voice less and the voices of the students much more. Not 
only did the students begin to share their ideas more freely, but they also posed questions 
to the texts and to each other. In this transition, I began to notice that perhaps the problem 
wasn’t that the students lacked interest in critical engagement. Rather, they lacked 
practice.  
 For the students in the HHLC class, and for me, there was so much newness. For 
them, this was the first academic space that focused on popular texts. This was the first 
time that they had been invited to share their personal lives with a class of people in 
school- not just during an icebreaker activity in September, but every day. Moreover, the 
!185
students were asked to take a step back from themselves and their engagement with 
popular culture in order to critically reflect on each. This is a difficult and vulnerable task 
that many of the students were not yet ready for, especially in such a diverse space. Even 
for those students who did share themselves with the class by critically reflecting on their 
identities and their reading of popular texts, this process took time, encouragement, and a 
great deal of teacher modeling.  
 In many ways, the HHLC class was an experimental space. As a teacher, I 
experimented with curricular materials that fostered student engagement and discussion. I 
also experimented with how much control I relinquished to the students regarding class 
discussion, materials, and objectives. The students in the class experimented with 
classroom dialogue. They tested out the limits of of how much they could share of 
themselves in class, including their ideologies, personal stories, and curiosities. 
Additionally, the students exposed each other to new artists and texts and to new ideas 
about familiar artists and texts, fostering a comfort in not knowing and in approaching the 
familiar with new lenses- a foundational aspect of critical literacy practices.  
Emerging Understandings 
 In this section, I revisit each of the research questions that guided the study of the 
HHLC class and provide a brief discussion of how the class lessons, discussions, and 
trajectory responded to these questions. 
Research Question #1 
What happens when students engage in critical media literacy practices in a high school 
course devoted to the study of Hip Hop music and culture?  
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 As described above and in Track Four: Developing Critical Media Literacies, the 
students in the HHLC class developed critical media literacy skills by first developing 
what I term critical classroom practices. This includes a focus on the written text of Hip 
Hop songs, respectfully engaging in dialogue about class texts, writing notes during class 
lessons and using these notes in class discussion, and preparing class presentations. As 
the students became accustomed to these practices, they became routine and expected. 
Through these critical classroom practices, the students were able to tease out particular 
ideas and meanings from Hip Hop texts and from each other. While some of the students 
initially displayed defensiveness or opposition when ideas came into conflict during 
discussion, they began to embrace moments of conflict as opportunities for learning and 
sharing. This allowed the students to openly explore their own ideologies and identities. 
Research Question #2 
How, if at all, does engagement with Hip Hop literature and culture as classroom text 
influence students’ understanding of their social and cultural environments?  
 More than anything else, the process of discussing Hip Hop texts in class opened 
up spaces for students to share stories, reflect on their experiences, and make sense of 
their own ideologies as well as the ideologies reflected in the texts. As the students shared 
and learned about each other’s identities and experiences, they developed understandings 
about their social and cultural environments. One example of this is evident in the 
discussion that followed our viewing of the documentary Blacking Up. During this 
discussion, Sonya reflected on her understandings of the intersections of race, class and 
gender in people’s lives and identities when she shared her misapprehension that all 
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White people were wealthy and her awareness that others’ often perceived her race and 
gender before her personhood. During the same discussion, the students attempted to 
theorize the intersections of race, class, and music culture. Why, they asked, are there so 
few White people at the Rock concerts? They wondered about who was excluded from 
expensive Hip Hop concerts and whether musical interests are developed naturally or 
from socialization. As the bell rang and the discussion ended that day, Sonya remarked, 
“We just decoded life and society.”  
 While conversations such as these did not happen daily, they occurred frequently 
enough that the students’ developing critical awareness became evident over the course of 
the semester. The students became increasingly critical of popular media representations 
and expressed resistance to narratives and images that seemed inauthentic or harmful. 
This can be seen in the students’ presentations, especially during the gender unit in which 
both Sonya and Sasha presented multiple texts for the purpose of critical analysis and 
question-posing. While most of the students began the semester by taking a neutral stance 
regarding the social implications of media culture, by mid-semester they had begun to 
express the need for more authentic and socially responsible Hip Hop texts. However, the 
students continued to express feeling of powerlessness regarding change-making until 
closer to the end of the semester when they began to discuss methods of disrupting 
dominant narratives and supporting young people in their processes of media 
consumption and identity development.  
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Research Question #3 
How does Hip Hop music and culture connect to students’ individual identities? 
While much work on Hip Hop pedagogy often portrays urban youth identity and student 
of color identity as one-dimensional and monocultural (Irby & Hall, 2013), this study 
reveals that young people who engage with Hip Hop music and culture do so in various 
ways and for various purposes. This became evident to me early in the semester when I 
saw the diversity in the types of artists and songs that the students brought into the 
classroom and the reasons that the students provided for their selections. In my research 
memos from the second week of class, I reflect on the variety and purpose of some of the 
songs that the students presented: 
 Anthony started off the song presentations with “Jumanji” by Azaela Banks, a  
 female rapper from Harlem… She used a lot of sexually charged words…. Sonya  
 said that even though she didn’t speak that way, she felt it was empowering and  
 that the references to women’s body parts in the context of the song did not feel  
 derogatory or negative. Sasha followed up with Salt n Pepa’s “None of Your  
 Business.” She said that the theme reflected in the song is a personal motto of hers  
 and a platform for her poetry. She said that the song had gotten her into Hip Hop  
 since it was empowering and presented by powerful female emcees. Drew  
 presented Lil’ B’s “Bill Bellamy.” He said that “he could be rapping about sad  
 things, but instead he did the opposite.” Derek presented “Little Weapons” by  
 Lupe Fiasco .… His rationale for the song was that Lupe was talking about  
 important issues that are not discussed in the news and media. Finally, J.C.  
 presented “Can’t Tell Me Nothin'” by Kanye. He said … what he loves most  
 about the song is its honesty. 
In addition to learning that young people engage with Hip Hop in particular and diverse 
ways, I also discovered that the ways in which they engage with this music and culture is 
oftentimes reflective of their personal experiences and developing identities. This was 
revealed in the Hip Hop autobiographies in which each of the students made connections 
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between their Hip Hop identities and their life experiences. In his Hip Hop 
autobiography, Anthony writes, “I was able to generate a calm state of mind in the place I 
often fall too conscious, school. This was all part of my hip hop identity. In learning 
about the evolution of every aspect of hip hop, I learned what this American 
counterculture was all about. It was a way of peace, unity, and love all generated from a 
group of oppressed people.” For Anthony, learning about the the evolution of Hip Hop as 
a response to the oppression of marginalized identities gave him an additional lens to 
understand his own experiences as a young man whose homosexual identity had been 
oppressed and marginalized in his school community. Throughout class, he connected 
most to the narratives of resistance to oppression and the critical interrogations of 
masculinity. For Anthony, and many other students in the room such as Mark, Sonya, and 
Drew, Hip Hop culture offered a space for experimenting with identities and ways of 
being and knowing. Additionally, as discussed in Track Six: Hip Hop Identities, Hip Hop 
music and culture can also provide hope for young people who are uncertain about 
themselves and their futures.  
Research Question #4 
How do students respond to Hip Hop texts and to each other through classroom dialogue 
regarding Hip Hop texts? 
 Within this small class, there was a wide range of engagement with and interest in 
Hip Hop music. While the students’ choice in Hip Hop songs and artists occasionally 
overlapped, many of the values, discourses, and representations that they sought in music 
collided. It was within these spaces of conflict and discomfort that meaningful 
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conversation emerged in class. One example of this can be seen in the discussion 
following Sonya’s presentation on gender. When Sasha addressed some of the male 
students in the room who had a negative reaction to Lil’ Kim’s sexual expression, a 
complex dialogue ensued in which Leon struggled to locate the ideologies that he carried 
which made him react in this way. The students held each other accountable for their 
words and ideas and invited each other to share their ideas. In many ways, the tension 
that existed between students’ selection of popular texts often paralleled the tension 
between students’ performed identities. The interaction between seemingly incongruous 
Hip Hop ideologies and student identities created a new space within classroom 
discussion and student imagination to allow for multiple meanings and interpretations. 
While the participants did not always agree with each other’s ideas, they did come to a 
place where they acknowledged and respected the ideas of others and expanded their own 
understandings to accommodate for multiple perspectives.  
Research Question #5 
What challenges can arise when implementing a critical pedagogy of Hip Hop in a public 
school setting? 
As I discuss throughout these chapters, there is a multitude of challenges that this work 
presents. From a practical standpoint, the setting of a traditional classroom presents many 
limitations. While the class was able to meet daily, the class was only 40 minutes long 
and it ended with the sound of the bell. Not only does this structure conflict with the 
transformative theory of critical pedagogy, but it also mean that powerful discussions 
were often cut short by the sound of the bell. By the time the class met again almost 
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twenty-four hours later, the momentum of the conversation had been lost.  
 Another challenge that enacting a critical pedagogy of Hip Hop presented in this 
setting is the reality of grades and assessments. In order to submit a grade for each 
student at the end of the semester, I felt obligated to design assessments that could 
translate into a number grade, rather than allowing presentations and responses to arise 
organically. While the assessments were relevant to the course and were instrumental in 
the learning process of most of the students, there were students who were not interested 
in facilitating a class lesson or presenting to the class; however, I had to hold students 
accountable for not completing an assignment. Giving a student a zero in a Hip Hop class 
felt paradoxical to me and led me to wonder what it means for a student to be graded in a 
Hip Hop class. Additionally, making class rigorous enough to have justifiable grades and 
assessments led to some students dropping the class early in the semester due to the 
workload.  
 Teaching a subject area that is predicated on youth culture and resistance to 
hierarchical structures also made it difficult for me to negotiate my own power and 
authority in the classroom. I deliberately did not give detention to students or send them 
out of the room when they were disruptive because that seemed “un” Hip Hop to me. At 
the same time, as the classroom teacher, I had complete control over when or how I 
would step back and let the students take charge of the class. Not only did this make it 
difficult for the students to navigate their own authority in the classroom, but it also 
meant that I was always in some way the ultimate authority in the classroom and could 
“take back” that power whenever it suited me.  
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Implications  
 The theory of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), or the idea 
that curriculum must be relevant to students’ lives and cultures, undergirds much of the 
study and research surrounding Hip Hop-based education. The assumption that occurs in 
much of HHBE is that since Black, Brown, and economically disadvantaged students are 
traditionally underachieving in academic areas, and since they typically engage in Hip 
Hop culture, it is imperative that educators teach Black, Latino, and economically 
disempowered youth through Hip Hop. This argument is problematic in that it assumes 
that youth engage in the same types of Hip Hop practices in the same ways and for the 
same purposes. Additionally, such pedagogy may introduce popular texts into the 
classroom without creating the space to challenge or resist the ideologies and meanings 
that these texts convey.  
 I argue that simply bringing Hip Hop into a classroom in order to engage and 
motivate students is not only insufficient, but it is potentially harmful to students’ 
academic and social progress since it essentializes student populations and ignores the 
students’ individual cultures and identities, thereby continuing the same marginalization 
of youth of color and under-served youth that critical pedagogy seeks to disrupt. Irby and 
Hall (2013) remind us that “It may be the case that teachers wish to use HHBE, not for 
transformative purposes, but to improve reading or make annual state testing goals” (p. 
114). A critical pedagogy of Hip Hop should involve much more than using Hip Hop 
music as a means to improve test scores or engage students in the traditional public 
school curriculum. Curriculum based on popular media must not only privilege popular 
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culture, but must also center students’ individual identities and experiences. Research and 
pedagogy that explores the use of popular culture in classroom settings must go beyond 
the simple question of what media students are engaging in, and should begin to explore 
how and why students are involved in this media and associated cultural practices. It is 
only in this way that we can begin to understand how students construct understandings 
of themselves and of others, and how, in doing so they maintain or resist structures of 
power and notions of identity.  
 Most heretofore studies of Hip Hop Education focus on urban school or schools 
with a majority student of color population. While Hip Hop pedagogy is certainly a 
critical component of culturally responsive teaching in urban areas, it also has a great 
deal of value in non urban areas. Hip Hop offers a powerful cultural and literary resource 
for teaching and learning generally. For students outside of urban areas who engage with 
Hip Hop as entertainment, a critical study of Hip Hop text can open up avenues for 
discussion and reflection on individual identity as well as cultural and social identities. 
Such discussions can play an important role in equity and diversity education. With the 
recent controversy over cultural appropriation, including criticism of popular rap artists 
such as Iggy Azalea and Macklemore, it is critical that those from historically privileged 
populations engage in dialogue around the implications of White and middle-class 
consumption and performance of Hip Hop music and culture. Additionally, students who 
do not actively consume or identify with Hip Hop music also have much to gain from a 
classroom study of Hip Hop music and culture. This should not be presented or used as a 
study of “the other,” but rather as a study of history, culture, and society.  
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 As reflected in this study, young people struggle daily with understanding their 
own social identities and finding their positionality in their social and cultural 
environments. However, few spaces exist in students’ daily experiences that invite them 
to share these struggles or to think critically about their ideologies and identities. The 
reflections of the participants in this study came about as a result of discussions based on 
Hip Hop texts and popular media. These texts provided an opening for honest 
conversations about self and society, such that the focal point was not the text itself, but 
rather the multiple meanings of the text, as created or interpreted by the students. The 
ability for students to share their experiences with others allowed for the students to 
support and understand each other in ways that might not otherwise have felt safe or 
comfortable. Without spaces in which to examine the interaction between popular media, 
social identity, and individual identity development, students may often find themselves 
alone in trying to make sense of the spaces and ideas that surround them. The 
development of critical media literacy skills in such spaces can work to support students 
in the process of identity development, while simultaneously opening up possibilities for 
new and  multi-layered identities.  
 Young people, whether consciously or not, actively rely on popular culture to 
make sense of their world (Dimitriadis, 2009), and they construct their identities in order 
to fit within it. This construction has significant implications for students’ academic and 
social engagement and the ways in which they imagine their future success and 
possibilities. As a result, it is imperative that school curriculum reflects the significance 
of popular culture in students’ lives and creates critical spaces for students to interrogate, 
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challenge, and deconstruct the meanings, messages, and representations reflected within 
popular media. It is only through understanding themselves as individuals with power 
and agency that young people can begin to make significant changes in their own lives 
and in the communities that they inhabit.  
Critical Hip Hop Literacies in English Education 
 The study of Hip Hop music and culture as classroom text offers numerous 
possibilities for English educators (Kelly, 2013). A discussion of a particular Hip Hop 
text must begin with a close reading of the written text for language, literary devices, 
tone, and meaning. Therefore, a study of Hip Hop as written and spoken text is a study of 
language and literature.  Since interpretations of a text are comprised of the interaction 
between the text itself and the readers’ identities and experiences (Rosenblatt, 1994), 
students’ diverse interpretations of Hip Hop literature as autobiographical, cultural, or 
historical text will inevitably give rise to complex dialogue that both reveals and 
challenges individual ideologies. Classrooms that include critical Hip Hop literacies can 
provide supportive spaces for young people to reflect on their socialization. They can also 
break through the artificially constructed barrier between cultural knowledge and 
academic knowledge, providing a place for self-knowledge to be prioritized and 
developed.  
 For English educators looking to work with critical Hip Hop literacies in their 
classrooms, it is imperative that they recognize the fluidity of Hip Hop as a culture. 
Unlike traditional print texts, a new Hip Hop song or artist can arrive swiftly and 
unexpectedly, like Kendrick Lamar’s surprise 2016 album, Untitled, Unmastered or the 
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early release of his 2015 album, To Pimp a Butterfly. Classroom teachers must embrace 
this fluidity and allow room for new texts to enter the classroom. The paradoxical gift and 
curse of teaching a subject that is so dynamic is that each day cannot be planned or 
scripted.  
 Another important element of the critical Hip Hop classroom is student text 
selection and presentation. While it is often difficult for teachers engaged in Hip Hop to 
relinquish control over the class texts and direction, it is imperative that we do so in a 
class dedicated to the study of Hip Hop. Students in these classrooms should be 
encouraged to bring in the songs and artists that they are engaging with for the purpose of 
discussion. Students should also be prepared to facilitate class discussions in response to 
these texts. This is a critical component of the study of Hip Hop.  
 For the critical Hip Hop educator, it is also important to actively model critical 
practices in the classroom. Students who are new to critical literacy practices and 
academic engagement with media texts might be hesitant or unsure of how to engage 
with popular texts in the classroom. This hesitation could manifest as silence or 
resistance. Teachers in such classrooms must take the time to demonstrate what critical 
analysis of popular texts looks like in addition to critical questioning, self-reflection, 
vulnerability, and dialogic practices. They must also give students time to develop these 
skills. Additionally, while it is important that students are leaders and innovators in these 
spaces, as Shor (1996) explains, it is not enough for us to simply hand over full control of 
the classroom to the students without guiding them on how to use it.  
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Limitations 
 One limitation of this study is the small sample of nine students. While the written 
and verbal contributions of these students are powerful and complex, having this diverse 
group of nine makes it difficult to generalize this study or rely on the narratives in this 
classroom as indicators of what other students in other classrooms might think or say. 
Additionally, since I was teaching the HHLC class, my focus during class was mostly on 
facilitating the class and working with the students. As a result, I was unable to observe 
the lessons as they were occurring. Most of my observation and analysis took place after 
the class was over, as I reviewed the transcriptions of the audio recordings. Upon reading 
through these transcriptions, I noticed occurrences and dynamics that I had not noticed 
while the class was happening. An outside researcher who was not responsible for 
teaching the class may have been able to pick up on these moments while the class was 
happening and investigate them further during the semester. Additionally, since I was the 
teacher of this course, the follow-up interviews that I conducted with the participants, 
even well after they had graduated, were still impacted by my role as the teacher. While I 
invited the students to be critical and honest in their discussion of the class, their 
responses could certainly have been limited by their wanting to protect my feelings as 
their former teacher or my feelings about them as former students.  
 Another limitation to note here is that when I taught the HHLC class, it was the 
first time that I had ever taught it. Therefore, I was learning about curricular choices, 
assessments, and classroom structures that best fit the class as the class was taking place. 
If the study had taken place after I had previous experience in teaching a Hip Hop 
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Literature class, the study would be much improved by my own comfort with the 
materials and an improved classroom structure. For example, for a future HHLC class, I 
would ask for a smaller room with more malleability so that the desks would not have to 
be moved quite so much and the atmosphere could be more intimate. I would also have 
more appropriate protocols for managing disruption in the class.  
Suggestions for Further Research 
 In their study on workshops that were designed to prepare teachers for working 
with Hip Hop Based Education, Irby and Hall (2013) note that there is a “subaltern 
population” (p. 110) of teachers working with Hip Hop in classrooms “in a variety of 
K-12 educational settings, including majority White urban public schools, majority 
students of color private schools located in urban school districts, and majority White 
suburban school districts” (p. 109) such as the one in which I taught the HHLC class. 
Since there is a growing population of classrooms engaging with Hip Hop pedagogy, 
there must be further research into who is working with HHBE in classrooms, how Hip 
Hop pedagogies are being implemented in these classrooms, and what is happening in 
these classes as a result of these practices. It is also important to use this information to 
gain an understanding of how, if at all, Hip Hop Based Education differs across subject 
areas, geographic areas, and demographic populations.  
 Much research on Hip Hop pedagogies in school spaces is conducted by or about 
Black men. As a Black, female teacher-researcher, I faced many challenges in teaching 
Hip Hop as text in a racially diverse and mostly male class. Ladson-Billings (1996) 
explains that a female teacher in a predominately White space often has “to prove herself 
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as worthy of having both power and authority. This need to prove oneself may be even 
more problematic when race is factored in” (p. 80). Navarro, Williams, and Ahmad 
(2013) agree that “This situation is especially difficult for female professors of color who 
are confronted with students’ preexisting raced, classed, and gendered understandings of 
what constitutes a ‘professor’” (p. 444). I argue that this tension is even more complex 
for the Black, female educator working with Hip Hop literacies in a diverse or 
predominately White space. In order to more fully explore these tensions, more research 
needs to be done on the role of teacher identity in Hip Hop Based Education.  
 Towards the end of the semester of the HHLC class, the students began to express 
ideas about having the power to bring about social change, especially regarding their 
school communities. If the class had continued, I would have been eager to facilitate 
more of this dialogue and see where it took the individual students and the class as a 
whole regarding social action. Since the ultimate goal of critical literacy is to bring about 
social change (McDaniel, 2004), it is necessary to research the ways in which young 
people apply critical literacy practices beyond the classroom to engage in social action.  
Outro 
 In the years since I taught the HHLC class, it has been adopted and run by the 
other high school in the district. At the time of this writing there were 28 students in that 
class, mostly Black and mostly male. Additionally, the Hip Hop Youth Summit that I 
organized with the Institute for Urban and Minority Education (IUME) at Teachers 
College, Columbia University during the semester in which this study took place has 
remained a relevant and powerful, transformative space for students of Hip Hop and 
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poetry to meet each year to engage in critical media literacy practices, work with teaching 
artists in Hip Hop Based workshops, and learn from scholars in the field. The summit has 
taken place for four consecutive years and continues to grow and develop each year. As 
this work continues, I am eager to build coalitions with educators creating similar spaces 
to foster young people’s critical growth and facilitate the development of young leaders 
who will continue to advance and innovate this work.  
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Appendix A: Course Offering Description 
English Elective 
Hip Hop Literature and Culture 
From Big Daddy Kane to ‘Lil Wayne, this course explores the roots, perceptions, and role 
of Hip Hop in history, society, and media. In the class, we will explore Hip Hop as a 
literary form that expresses the frustrations, experiences, and ideas of artists. Students 
will identify themes, literary techniques, patterns, and issues in the works of rappers, 
emcees, and lyricists. They will also study visual and written texts about Hip Hop, and 
discuss the controversies and debates that surround and complicate the culture. Students 
will also be responsible for constructing and presenting written, verbal, and digital 
responses to the study of Hip Hop literature.  
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Appendix B: Hip Hop Literature and Culture Syllabus 
Hip Hop Literature and Culture Syllabus 
Ms. Kelly 
Materials 
 a notebook with tear-out sheets or a binder with looseleaf paper; a folder for handouts 
Main Texts 
While the majority of the texts that we study will be individual song lyrics, excerpts from 
the following books will also supplement our study: Can’t Stop Won’t Stop, by Jeff 
Chang; When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost, by Joan Morgan; Born to Use Mics, 
by Michael Eric Dyson and Sohail Daulatzai; Holler If You Hear Me, by Michael Eric 
Dyson; Check it While I Wreck It, by Gwendolyn Pough; The Anthology of Rap, by Adam 







Assessments throughout the semester will be based on class discussions, written 
reflections, reading quizzes, and the following summative assessments: 
• Debate- each student is responsible for individually participating in one debate 
during the semester dealing with a conflict or controversy within Hip Hop music 
or culture.  
• Midterm Mixtape- As a midway assessment of student learning, reflection, and 
participation during quarter one, each student will hand in a homemade mixtape 
(cd’s will be provided) consisting of 10 songs that reflect student understanding of 
the themes, questions, and ideas from Units 1 and 2 of the semester. The cd will 
be submitted with a written explanation of how each song reflects upon the ideas 
from the course so far. Songs that were studied as class texts cannot be used for 
this assignment.  
• Final Project- As a final assessment for this course, students will submit a Hip 
Hop Autobiography that expresses both their understanding of Hip Hop music and 
culture as well as their individual relationship, growth, connection, or 
identification with Hip Hop. This project can take the form of a 3-5 paged written 
paper, a 10-15 minute film, or a music album with all of the lyrics written and 
performed by the student.  
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Class Leaders 
Leadership is not a requirement in this class, but is recommended, as it will be an 
opportunity for increased learning and experience. Increased involvement from class 
members will make this a more positive experience for everyone. If you are interested in 
taking on one of the roles described below, please indicate which position you would like 
and what qualifies you for that position. Keep in mind that more than one person can 




o record special events in class (i.e. guest speaker, presentations, etc.) 
o be ready to grab flip cam and record spontaneous moments 
• Qualifications 
o Experience in video recording 
o Knowledge in using camera 
Technical Assistant 
• Responsibilities 
o Connect and/or manage projector/speakers/computer 
o Pull up videos or web pages 
o Fast response to technical Failures 
• Qualifications 
o Experience with computers and technology 
Publicity 
• Responsibilities 
o Taking still photos of special events in class 
o Communicating with community outside of class about important events 
(i.e. guest speakers, performances) 
o Creating and maintaining facebook or similar site for the class to publicize 
events 
• Qualifications 
o social communication skills 
o familiarity with social networking 
o positive attitude 
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Hype Person (TA) 
• Responsibilities 
o Maintain regular communication with teacher and class through constant 
contact 
o Occasionally co-teach or teach classroom lessons 
o Contact potential guest speakers and coordinate welcome of and thank you 
to speakers 
o Occasionally facilitate meetings 
• Qualifications 
o Willingness to learn and take responsibility 
o Excellent attendance record 
o Well-organized and responsible 
o Commitment to Hip Hop and education 
Researcher 
• Responsibilities 
o Stay current with new Hip Hop related music, news, and relevant events 
(for example, new artists, controversy in the community, etc.) 
o On a weekly basis, share important news and info related to the class/
community (this information will often be shared with the publicity 
coordinator, who will post info on class fb site) 
o Look up information during class as necessary 
• Qualifications 
o Experience in conducting research 
o Ability to discern between fact and fiction (valid information and rumor) 
o Access to internet and Hip Hop related websites 
Notetaker 
• Responsibilities 
o Maintain regular notes related to class 
o Record (via notes) important moments, ideas, info (i.e. something to look 
up later, an idea we want to return to) 
o Regularly submit notes to teacher 
!217
o Recap at the end of class 
• Qualifications 
o Neat handwriting or ability to transcribe notes onto computer after class 
o Ability to stay focused in class 
Language 
Due to the nature of this course and its subject, there may be some texts that contain 
mature language or content. Please note that that such material is read within the context 
of academic study and students always have the option to refrain from the reading of or 
participation in discussion surrounding texts that create discomfort for the student.  
Unit 1: Hip Hop and its Roots 
Essential Question: What physical and social factors led to the establishment of Hip 
Hop culture?  
How, why, and where did Hip Hop come about? 
How did the four elements of djing, breakdancing, emceeing, and graffiti art come 
together to form the basis of Hip Hop culture? 
Who were the leaders and participants in early Hip Hop movements? 
How did Hip Hop both diffuse and exacerbate violence and tension in communities? 
How did the community and society respond to the introduction of Hip Hop? 
Unit 2: Hip Hop and History and Culture 
Essential Question: How does Hip Hop Music document history and reflect culture? 
What themes are recurrent in Hip Hop lyrics? 
How do these themes reflect the Black experience in America? 
How did these themes change over time? 
How do the changing themes in Hip Hop reflect societal changes for African 
Americans?  
Are the ideas and themes present in Hip Hop lyrics accurate portrayals of African 
American culture? 
How is sampling a part of Hip Hop music and American culture? 
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Unit 3: Gender and Hip Hop 
Essential Question: How does the representation of gender in Hip Hop reflect and 
influence the role of Black men and women in society? 
How do gender stereotypes in Hip Hop music reflect gender roles in the community? 
How are men and women portrayed within Hip Hop? 
How does the portrayal of gender in Hip Hop influence society’s views on gender? 
What are the expectations of males and females that are expressed in Hip Hop music? 
What is the role of females in Hip Hop? 
Why is Rap a male-dominated industry? 
How have women used Hip Hop to re-imagine society’s view of females? 
How has Hip Hop culture served to re-imagine or solidify images of Black masculinity? 
Unit 4: Hip Hop and the World 
Essential Question: How has Hip Hop changed society? 
How has Hip Hop impacted society nationally and globally? 
What is the current state of Hip Hop music? 
Who can be involved in Hip Hop? 
How did the commercialization of Hip Hop music and culture affect the Hip Hop 
community? 
In what ways is Hip Hop still relevant to the Black community? 
How can Hip Hop be used as a tool of activism? 
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Hip Hop Literature and Culture Classroom Contract 
By signing this form I confirm that I have read and understood the requirements and 
expectations of the class, as described in the syllabus. I also understand that readings and 
assignments are subject to change, and should I have any questions or concerns regarding 
this course in the future I am able to contact and speak with the teacher.  
I am interested in taking on the position of 
__________________________________________. My qualifications or interest in this 




Please sign and submit this form in its entirety by Friday, September 7th.  
_______________________________________________________ 
(Printed Name of student) 
________________________________________   Date: ______________________ 
(Signature of Student) 
________________________________________   Date: ______________________ 
(Signature of Parent/Guardian) 
!220
Appendix C: Classroom Study Guides 
Wild Style Study Guide
Wild Style is a 1983 hip hop film produced by Charlie Ahearn. It is regarded as the first 
hip hop motion picture. The film featured seminal figures within the given period, such as 
Fab Five Freddy, Lee Quinones, Lady Pink, the Rock Steady Crew, The Cold Crush 
Brothers, Queen Lisa Lee of Zulu Nation, and Grandmaster Flash.The protagonist "Zoro" 
is played by New York graffiti artist "Lee" George Quinones. The film title is a reference 
to a particular graffiti style developed by the early writer Tracy 168, which incorporates 
the use of complex interwoven and overlapping letters and shapes.
1. What argument are Raymond (Zoro) and his brother having at the beginning of the 
film?
2. Based upon the basketball scene, what is the connection between basketball and Hip 
Hop?
3. What does the presence of the reporter tell you about the connection between graffiti 
art and mainstream culture?
4. Why is Zoro so upset about the presence of the reporter?
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5. Why is money so important in this film?
6. Why do you think the characters act so casually about almost being held up outside of 
the club?
7. What does the party scene with the gallery owner and the money commissioning a 
paining from Zoro tell you about wealth and power in relation to art and Hip Hop?
8. How do the four elements of Hip Hop come together in this film?
!222
Name: 
Hip Hop and the Imagination Video Study 
For each video, assign the adjectives that best describe the song content and write 
significant quotes and responses below.  
1. Title:     Artist: 




2. Title:     Artist: 





3. Title:      
Artist: 




4. Title:      
Artist: 





5. Title:      
Artist: 




6. Title:      
Artist: 





Name:        Hip Hop and Education 
1. What are your attitudes towards schooling? 
What are your attitudes about education? 
2. What are KRS’s attitudes about schooling/education? 
Write specific lines or words that give you this idea. 
3. What are J Live’s attitudes about schooling/education? 
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Write specific lines or words that give you this idea. 
4. What are Dead Prez’s attitudes about schooling/education? 
Write specific lines, words, or images that give you this idea. 
5. Based on what you have heard, seen, and know of Hip Hop music and culture, what is 
the general perspective of the Hip Hop community on schools and education? 
Why do you think Hip Hop views education in this way? Explain.  
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Name:          Hip Hop Lit. 
Hip Hop and the Justice System 
1. “Ridin’”- Chamillionaire 
• What attitudes towards policing does Chamillionaire express? 
• How are police and criminals portrayed in this song and video? 
• Are the attitudes and images from the song consistent with what you see in Hip 
Hop and/or real life? Explain.  
2. “Lock’d Up” Akon 
• What attitude does the narrator express about prison? 
• Does the narrator feel that he is guilty?  
• Do you sympathize with the narrator? Why/why not? 
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• Do the attitudes or ideas in this song reflect what you see in Hip Hop or real life? 
Explain. 
3. “Gone Till November: 
• Where is the narrator going until November? 
• What does the narrator mean when he says, “I can’t work a 9 to 5”? 
• Why can’t the narrator work a 9 to 5? 
• Is this narrative similar to other stories or attitudes you have heard in Hip Hop or 
in life? Explain.  
Notes, Comments, Questions, Quotes, Ideas: 
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 Appendix D: ‘Hip Hop and the Imagination’ Narrative Project Description 
Hip Hop Narrative Project 
Your Task: For this project you will work with a partner to analyze a particular Hip Hop 
narrative in connection to the author’s personal story. The purpose of this project is to 
reflect on storytelling, biography, authenticity, and imagination in Hip Hop. You will 
need to choose a Hip Hop artist and find an autobiographical account of that artist either 
through his/her memoir/autobiography, interview, or other written piece by that artist that 
tells a true story about his/her life. Then you will select one or two songs from that artist 
that is presented in first person point of view, and seems to reveal something about the 
artist. Within the chosen song or songs, identify a line, verse, or story that is consistent 
with what you know of this person from his/her narrative. Then find one point of 
discrepancy or inconsistency between the artist’s actual life and his/her statements about 
his/her life in the song. You are looking for evidence of the artist’s true self in his/her 
music and also for evidence of where the artist re-imagines his/her self or life experience 
in the music. Once you have found an analyzed these sources, you will present your 
findings to the class by presenting the chosen texts and your analyses and conclusions. 
Your presentation should be 8-10 minutes in length, and may include any songs, images, 
or other texts and media that you see relevant.  
Presentation Content: 
· Personal narrative written or spoken by artist.  
· 1-2 songs by the artist for analysis.  
· Analysis of consistency and inconsistency.  
· Overall conclusion about artist’s self in work.  
Example: From Tupac Interview with Vibe magazine- “I thought my father was dead all 
my life. After I got shot, I looked up there was this ----- that looked just like me. And he 
was my father; that's when I found out. We still didn't take no blood test but the ----- 
looked just like me and the other -----‘s dead so now I feel that I'm past the father stage. I 
do want to know him and I do know him we did talk and he did visit and help me when I 
was locked down, but I'm past that. What I want to do is form a society in which we can 
raise ourselves; so we can become our own father figures and the big homies can become 
their father figures and then you grow up then it's your turn to be a father figure to 
another young brother. That's where I want to start. Nine times out of ten though we 
would want them to be there, they can't be depended on to be there. Now, some of the 
mothers can't be there because they doing their thing[working] I can't blame them, they 
gotta do what they gotta do. So I think the youth should raise themselves since they got 
lofty ideas about what's theirs and their rights, what they should deserve. Since you can't 
whup their -----, these mutha------s should get out and work at fifteen. I want to be  apart 
of the generation that builds the groundwork for us to raise each other.” 
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Verse from Dear Mama: “Now ain't nobody tell us it was fair 
No love from my daddy cause the coward wasn't there 
He passed away and I didn't cry, cause my anger 
Wouldn't let me feel for a stranger  
I hung around with the thugs, and even though they sold drugs 
They showed a young brother love” 
Analysis: The lyrics and the personal narrative are consistent. In Tupac’s interview, he 
describes his feelings of betrayal for not having a father who was around, and his idea 
that young men should be raised by other young males in the community. In “Dear 
Mama,” Tupac also reveals his anger towards his father and the support he received from 
the “thugs” or the older males in the community.  
Example 2:  
Tupac lyrics from “Outlaw” 
“Got no time for the courts, my only thought is open fire 
Hit the district attorney, but f--- that b----, cause she's a liar” 
Interview with Davey D: 
DD: Can talk about your recent encounter with police brutality at the hands of the 
Oakland PD? 
 2Pac: We’re letting the law do its job. It’s making its way through the court system. We 
filed a claim.  
Analysis: In real life, when Tupac has a legal issue, he goes through the court system and 
patiently waits for results. But in his lyrics, he claims to reject that system because it 
takes too long and is unjust to begin with. The image this projects is that he takes matters 
into his own hands. This also projects an image of rebellion and violence that supports his 
“thug life” personality. The reality of his going through the court system is less dramatic 
and appealing.  
Conclusion: In researching Tupac’s personal stories and his lyrics, he tends to project a 
“thug” image that is more dramatized and violent than his real life. However, most of the 
stories that he tells are reflections of his actual experience, or the experiences of those he 
knows or sees. He is also very honest in his music about his conflicted personality: he has 
many songs that are misogynistic and overtly violent, but then also has songs praising 
women and speaking against violence in the community. However, these different 
personas do not seem to be in conflict; rather, they present different parts of a 
complicated young man.  
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Appendix E: Mixtape Project Description 
Midterm Mixtape Project 
Task: Your midterm project is an assessment of your understandings of the questions, 
concepts, themes, and ideas that we have studied and discussed in class so far. Based 
upon your understandings and interpretations of the texts and topics from class, your task 
is to make a mixtape (mix cd) of 10 tracks, according to the requirements below. For each 
of the 10 tracks, write 3-5 sentences (a short paragraph) that explain how the song 
connects to, reflects, discusses, or responds to the ideas/questions of the unit. It should be 
clear from your selection and explanation of the songs that you have reflected on the 
relevant themes and can identify lyrics that reflect these themes in Hip Hop texts.  
Limitations: You may use any song that you find relevant, but cannot use any songs that 
were already presented in class for that particular unit. (i.e. “Brenda’s Got a Baby” cannot 
be used for your narrative selection, but can be used for imagination/authenticity.)  
Materials: A blank cd and case will be provided to you. Songs should be chosen from 
your personal song library or music from the public library. 
Requirements: For each of the following topics, select and explain 2 songs that reflect 
the questions and ideas discussed in class.  
· Themes and Origins of Hip Hop 
o What physical and social factors led to the establishment of Hip Hop 
culture? 
o How does Hip Hop Music document history and reflect culture? 
· Narrative Storytelling 
o What themes are recurrent in Hip Hop lyrics? 
o How do narratives reflect individual and collective experience? 
· Imagination and Authenticity 
o How do Hip Hop artists use imagination to reinvent themselves? 
o Where is the line between creativity and fakeness in Hip Hop? 
o To what extent are Hip Hop artists required to be "honest”? 
· Literary Allusion 
o How is sampling a part of Hip Hop music and American culture? 
o How does sampling honor, disrupt, change, or erode history?  
· 2 Bonus tracks of your choosing (i.e. the favorite song that you presented in week 
one; a song by the artist that you presented your project on; a new artist you 
recently started listening to). Be sure to provide an explanation of why/how this 
track fits into your mixtape.  
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Appendix F: Student Lesson Facilitation Assignment 
Lesson Facilitation 
For this assignment, you will work with one other person to teach a lesson on one of the 
topics below. Your lesson could include a presentation, an analysis of song lyrics or 
videos, a discussion, an independent or group activity, or another structure that works 
with your goals. Based upon the topic you choose and the genre of Hip Hop, create and 
teach a lesson to the class that includes the following: 
• A specific goal 
• Guiding questions 
• A specific text (song, video, speech, article, poem, etc.) 
• An activity 
Hip Hop and School/Education 
Teacher A ________________ 
Teacher B ________________ 
Hip Hop and Gender 
Teacher A ________________ 
Teacher B ________________ 
Hip Hop and the Justice System 
Teacher A ________________ 
Teacher B ________________ 
Hip Hop and Social/Global Change 
Teacher A ________________ 
Teacher B ________________ 
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Appendix G: Hip Hop Autobiography Project 
Final Project: Hip Hop Autobiography 
Your Task: Throughout the semester, we have discussed the history and development of 
Hip Hop, themes within Hip Hop, identity and imagery within Hip Hop, personal 
connections to Hip Hop, and the role of Hip Hop in building community and creating 
change.  
An autobiography is the chronological story of an individual’s journey. As a final 
assessment for the class, you will write or create your Hip Hop autobiography that 
describes your individual development through or with Hip Hop. This piece can take the 
form of writing, a short film, an EP (a mini album), or a pre-approved alternate medium. 
Your autobiography should answer the following questions: 
· What role does Hip Hop play in your life? 
· When did Hip Hop come into your life? 
· What parts of Hip Hop do you most connect with? (i.e. language, fashion, music, 
art, history, themes, etc.) 
· What specific people or artifacts were instrumental in your development? (i.e. 
seeing Jay-z live in concert; getting a mixtape from my best friend; hearing 
Illmatic for the first time, etc.) 
· In what way or where do you see yourself in Hip Hop? 
· How has Hip Hop contributed to your development as an individual? 
· It is up to you how much you discuss your experience in the class, but you must 
reference the Hip Hop Literature and culture class at some point in your 
autobiography.  
Requirements 
• For a written piece- minimum 3 pages, typed, double-spaced 
• For a film- minimum 10 minutes 
• For an album- minimum 4 songs; vocal piece must be original and performed by you 
(instrumental piece can be unoriginal) 
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Appendix H: Hip Hop Literature and Culture (Original) Curriculum 
Unit 1: Hip Hop and its Roots 
Essential Question: What physical and social factors led to the establishment of Hip 
Hop culture?  
• How, why, and where did Hip Hop come about? 
• How did the four elements of djing, breakdancing, emceeing, and graffiti art come 
together to form the basis of Hip Hop culture? 
• Who were the leaders and participants in early Hip Hop movements? 
• How did Hip Hop both diffuse and exacerbate violence and tension in communities? 
• How did the community and society respond to the introduction of Hip Hop? 
(Texts: “The Message,” Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five; “The Breaks,” Kurtis 
Blow; “Rapper’s Delight,” Sugar Hill Gang, “It’s Like That,” Run D.M.C.; “Stakes Is 
High, De La Soul; “Blackman in Effect,” KRS-ONE; “Self Destruction,” Stop the 
Violence Movement; “My Melody,” Eric B. and Rakim; “Roxanne’s Revenge,” Roxanne 
Shante; “Road to the Riches,” Kool G Rap; “Fight the Power,” Public Enemy; Can’t Stop 
Won’t Stop, Jeff Chang, and The Anthology of Rap, Adam Bradley and Andrew DuBois. 
Skills: Rhyme Scheme, Repetition, Allusion, Voice 
Assessments: Formative Discussions, Foundations of Hip Hop Objective Test, “Where 
I’m From” Poem 
Supplemental Materials:  “Hip Hop Legends” DVD; “Beat Street” DVD; “Wild Style” 
DVD 
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Unit 2: Hip Hop and History and Culture 
Essential Question: How does Hip Hop Music document history and reflect culture? 
• What themes are recurrent in Hip Hop lyrics? 
• How do these themes reflect the Black experience in America? 
• How did these themes change over time? 
• How do the changing themes in Hip Hop reflect societal changes for African 
Americans?  
• Are the ideas and themes present in Hip Hop lyrics accurate portrayals of African 
American culture? 
Texts: “Ebonics,” Big L; “Code of the Streets,” Gang Starr; “Juicy,” Notorious B.I.G.; 
“Children’s Story,” Slick Rick;  “Passin’ Me By,” The Pharcyde; “I Used to Love H.E.R,” 
Common, “Who We Be,” DMX, “BK Anthem,” Foxy Brown; “So Many Tears,” 2Pac; “It 
Was a Good Day,” Ice Cube, “Dead Presidents II,” Jay-Z; “N.Y. State of Mind,” Nas; 
“What They Do,” The Roots; Hip-Hop Poetry and the Classics, Alan Sitomer and 
Michael Cirelli.  
Skills: Vocabulary in Context, Story Structure, Theme, Allegory 
Assessments: Formative Discussions, Theme Essay, Narrative Poem 
Supplemental Materials: Brown Sugar DVD 
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Unit 3: Gender and Hip Hop 
Essential Question: How does the representation of gender in Hip Hop reflect and 
influence the role of Black men and women in society? 
• How do gender stereotypes in Hip Hop music reflect gender roles in the community? 
• How are men and women portrayed within Hip Hop? 
• How does the portrayal of gender in Hip Hop influence society’s views on gender? 
• What is the role of females in Hip Hop? 
• Why is Rap a male-dominated industry? 
• How have women used Hip Hop to re-imagine society’s view of females? 
• How has Hip Hop culture served to re-imagine or solidify images of Black masculinity? 
Texts: “U.N.I.T.Y,” Queen Latifah; “Ain’t No Nigga,” Jay-Z, Foxy Brown; “Love is 
Blind,” Eve;  “For Women,” Talib Kweli; “Playin’ Yourself,” Jeru The Damaja; 
“Independent Woman,” Roxanne Shante; “Ruffneck,” MC Lyte; “Ride or Die Chick,” 
The Lox; “Roman’s Revenge,” Nicki Minaj; “Black Friday,” Lil’ Kim; “Lovesong,” Jean 
Grae; “Ain’t Nuthin’ But A She Thing,” Salt N Pepa; “Freedom,” Various Artists; 
excerpts from When Chickenheads Come Home to Roost, Joan Morgan, and Check it 
While I Wreck It, Gwendolyn Pough.  
Skills: Imagery, Critical Analysis, Argumentation 
Assessments: Formative Discussions, Class Debate, Image Project 
Supplemental Materials: Beyond Beats and Rhymes DVD 
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Unit 4: Hip Hop and the World 
Essential Question: How has Hip Hop changed society? 
• How has Hip Hop impacted society nationally and globally? 
• What is the current state of Hip Hop music? 
• How did the commercialization of Hip Hop music and culture affect the Hip Hop 
community? 
• In what ways is Hip Hop still relevant to the Black community? 
• How can Hip Hop be used as a tool of activism? 
Texts: “Hip Hop Saved My Life,” Lupe Fiasco; “Left to Right,” Talib Kweli; “Black 
President,” Nas; “Hip Hop Is Dead,” Nas; “Fireworks,” Drake; “Hip Hop Quotables,” 
Athletic Mic League; “Dollar Day for New Orleans,” Mos Def; “All Falls Down,” Kanye 
West; “Why,” Jadakiss; “Industry,” Wyclef Jean; “Hip Hop,” Dead Prez; excerpts from 
Stand and Deliver, Yvonne Bynoe, and Decoded, Jay-Z. 
Skills: Assonance; Alliteration; Personification; Research.  
Assessments: Formative Discussions, Hip Hop Activism Project 
Supplemental Materials: Black August DVD; Def Poetry Jam DVD 
!238
Appendix I: Hip Hop Literature and Culture Exit Survey 
This is an anonymous survey, so please do not write your name. Answer the 
questions as honestly and thoroughly as possible.  
1. On a scale of 1 to 5, (5 being best) rate your overall experience in this class.  
2. Which one of the following units did you find most interesting? 
3. Which one of the following units did you find the least interesting? 
4. What would you have liked to learn more about in this class? 
5. What was your favorite moment or experience in this class? 
5                 4                   3                  2               1
!  Hip Hop History and Roots 
! Narrative and Storytelling 
! Imagination and Authenticity 
! Hip Hop and Education/Schooling 
! Gender and Sexuality in Hip Hop 
! Hip Hop and the Justice System 
! Hip Hop and Social Justice
!  Hip Hop History and Roots 
! Narrative and Storytelling 
! Imagination and Authenticity 
! Hip Hop and Education/Schooling 
! Gender and Sexuality in Hip Hop 
! Hip Hop and the Justice System 
! Hip Hop and Social Justice
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6.What recommendations do you have for the class if it runs in the future (how could it 
be improved?) 
7.What is the most important thing that you learned in this class? 
8. What individual songs, videos, or texts that we studied stand out most to you? (Which 
were most powerful?) 
9. This class helped me to better understand Hip Hop Culture and its influence on society.  
10. This class helped me to feel closer to my... (choose all that apply) 
! Strongly Agree 
! Agree 
! Disagree 
! Strongly Disagree 
! Neutral
! ... school community 
! ... classroom community (specifically this class) 
! ... Hip Hop community 
! ... neighborhood community 
! .... family 
! ....self 
! ... This class has not made me feel closer to anyone or anything.
Other (please specify) !
!240
Appendix J: Post-Semester Group Interview Questions 
• How are you feeling about the end of the year? 
• What are your plans for the summer, fall? 
• What is 6th period like for you this semester? 
• Has listening to Hip Hop or music in general changed at all for you since our 
class? If so, how? 
• Has being in the class had any noticeable effect on the way you look at music, 
people, school, yourself? If so, how? 
• Do you see anyone from the class differently since our time together? 
• Due to budget cuts, the class isn’t running again next year. Do you think there is a 
need for such a class in this school? Explain.  
• What was the most challenging or rewarding part of the semester for you? 
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Appendix K: Follow Up Interview Protocol 
Interview Protocol 
Hi, Thank you for meeting with me today for this interview. Essentially, I am interested 
to know your current perspective on your experiences in the Hip Hop Literature and 
Culture class and what, if any, takeaways you have from the class. If there are any 
questions that you would rather not answer, please do not hesitate to say so.  
Question1: If someone were to ask you what the HHLC class was about, what would you 
say? 
Question 2: Before entering the class, what would you say is the frequency with which 
you listened to Hip Hop music? Did this change at all by the end of that semester?  
Question 3: Before entering the class, what was your overall perception of Hip Hop 
music? What connection did you feel you had to Hip Hop music or culture at that point in 
time? 
Question 4: Did your perception of Hip Hop music or culture change at all by the end of 
course? If so, how? 
Question 5: What impact do you think Hip Hop has on people’s identity? What impact do 
you think it has on your identity? 
Question 6: Before taking the class, what would you say was your level of critical 
engagement when it came to media such as songs and videos? In other words, to what 
extent would you say you reflected on, challenged, or asked questions about music and 
music videos? Was this the same for Hip Hop texts as for texts from other genres? 
Question 7: After taking the class, did your level of critical engagement change at all? If 
so, can you explain how or give some examples? 
Question 8: What, if any, skills would you say you learned from taking the HHLC class? 
Were any of these skills helpful in your post-secondary studies or activities?  
Question 9: When you encounter media texts, such as music, videos, images, or even 
commercials, do you find that you are able to decode these texts? In other words, do you 
find yourself noticing assumptions or stereotypes portrayed in media texts? 
Question 10: In what ways, if at all, do you think you learned from your classmates 
during the HHLC class? Can you provide any examples? 
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Question 11: Did the HHLC class help you to better understand your classmates, 
yourself, or others? If so, please explain.  
Question 12: How, if at all did your experiences in the class provide a better 
understanding of social identities such as race, class, or gender? 
I appreciate your candidness in responding to my questions; do you have any questions 
for me? I would like to thank you again for taking the time to meet with me today. If you 
have any further questions about this study, please feel free to contact me.
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